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INTRODUCTION
The Dynamic of the West

We have been modern now for several centuries. We are modern and we
want to be modern. This is the orientation of the entire life of our societ-
ies in the West. There is frequent criticism of this or that aspect of mod-
ernization, and some even criticize “modernity” as such, but “conserva-
tive” efforts have succeeded only in slowing the movement at most, while
“conservative” endeavors in general have ended up accelerating the move-
ment. And so we want to be modern. We give ourselves an order to be
modern. But the fact that the will to be modern has been at work for
centuries means that we have not yet arrived at being truly modern. The
goal of the march that at several turns we thought we had reached
showed itself to be misleading, a sort of mirage; 1789, 1917, 1968, 1989
were only deceptive stages on a road that leads we know not where. The
Hebrews were lucky—they only wandered forty years in the wilderness.
What does it mean if this will, this command to be modern, does not
cease to remodel the conditions of common life, to make revolutions fol-
low revolutions, without ever arriving at its fulfillment, without ever
arriving at a point where we could rest and say, “here at last is the goal
of our undertaking,” if this will or command never grasps its object?
How could we have willed for so long and allowed ourselves to be so
often deceived? Is it, perhaps, that we might not know what we truly
want?

As familiar as the signs or criteria of the modern may be for us, whether
it is a matter of architecture, art, science, or political organization, we do
not know what unites these traits or criteria and justifies our designating
them by the same term. We are faced with a fact that resists explanation.

I
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We are under a command that we have given ourselves and we ask our-
selves just what exactly and finally it consists of.

Some are willing to give up questioning. They suggest that we have
left the modern era to enter the postmodern era and that we have given
up the “great narrative” of Western progress. I am not aware that we have
given up on the great narratives of science or democracy. It is true that
we experience a certain fatigue after so many modern centuries, but the
question remains intact and its urgency is not dependent on the disposi-
tions of the one who asks it. The question needs to be asked anew again
and again, if at least we care to understand ourselves. And if we do not
presume to provide a truly new answer, let us at least be ambitious in giv-
ing the question new life.

How are we to proceed? When it is not clear just what something is,
one asks when and how it began. When and how did modernity begin?
What was the genesis of modernity? Such are the questions we raise
willingly and with good reason.

This is a legitimate and even necessary undertaking, but it immedi-
ately gives rise to difficulties. Beginnings are by definition obscure. The
first shoots are difficult to discern. It is easy to be mistaken. Thus we seek
clarity in beginnings that are necessarily obscure or uncertain. Is this
work, this idea, this literary or architectural style, ancient or is it mod-
ern? At what moment will we begin to seek the beginning of modernity?
In the eighteenth century, at the time of the American and French revo-
lutions? In the seventeenth century, when the notion of natural science
was developed? In the sixteenth century, at the time of the religious Ref-
ormation? How is one to answer? These diverse hypotheses are not con-
tradictory; the constituent elements of modernity certainly include the
religious Reformation, science that is specifically modern, and demo-
cratic political revolutions. But what connection is there between Lu-
ther’s faith and Galileo’s science? Might there be a sort of primary dispo-
sition, an intellectual and moral disposition that would define modern
man? Or must one be resigned to the elements of the modern being dis-
persed, to a patchwork held together by the magic of a word?

Let us start with a single unquestionable point in the series of perplexi-
ties I have just laid out. We have wanted and we do want to be modern.
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We do not need to know exactly what we want in order to know that, in
so willing, we form a project. Modernity is in the first place a project, a
collective project formulated in Europe, implemented at first in Europe,
but intended from the beginning for all of humanity. Now, what is a proj-
ect? A project is no small thing. If we first identify a bit more precisely
what is implied in such a project, we will learn some important things
about the modern project.

Forming a great collective project intended in the end for all of hu-
manity calls first of all for great faith, in the sense of confidence in one’s
own strength. It is said that the strongest rule among us, but the fact is
that people or groups that have confidence in their own strength are rare.
One thing that is striking in the beginnings of modern science is the ex-
traordinary confidence of Bacon or Descartes, to name but two, in the
new science’s capacity to radically transform the conditions of human
life. What faith they had, what blind faith, one is tempted to say. Indeed,
at the time, modern science had not yet produced any—or had produced
hardly any—of its effects. The famous “miracles of science” were yet to
come. Descartes imagined medicine prolonging human life prodigiously
when the medicine of his time was incapable of curing anything and he
himself had strange ideas about the circulation of blood.

A project presupposes that we are capable of acting and that our ac-
tion is capable of transforming our situation or the conditions of our life.
Many analysts of modernity have insisted on the second point, on the
transforming ambition or the fabricating or constructivist ambition of the
modern project. The transformation of nature, the organization of pro-
duction, the Plan, humans producing themselves, the engineers of souls
even—all this is very important. But we must not pass over the first
point too quickly. We are capable of acting. A whole world is contained
in that statement. Humans have always acted in some fashion, but they
have not always known that they were capable of acting. There is some-
thing terrifying in human action. What expresses human beings is also
what exposes them, makes them come out of themselves, and at times
lose themselves. In the beginning people gather, fish, hunt, even make
war, which is a sort of hunt, but they act as little as possible. They leave
the greatest room for the gods, and they hamper themselves as much as
possible by all sorts of prohibitions, rites, and sacred constraints. That is
why human action, action that is properly human, appears at first as a
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crime, a transgression. This is precisely, according to Hegel, what Greek
tragedy reveals: innocently criminal action. Tragedy tells what cannot
be told, the passage from what precedes action to properly human action.
It tells of the passage to the city, the coming to be of the city. For the city
enables one to act. The city is that ordering of the human world that
makes action possible and meaningful.

If we want to understand the modern project, we must understand it
beginning with the first complete implementation of human action,
which was the city. The Greek city is not the outcome of a project, to be
sure, but it is in the city that people can deliberate and form projects of
action. It is in the city that people discover that they can govern them-
selves and that they learn to do so. They discover and learn politics,
which is the great domain of action.

Thus, if modernity is characterized first of all as a project of collective
action, and if politics is the implementation and ordering of action, the
modern project must in the first place be understood as a political proj-
ect. It must be situated anew in the history of European and Western
political development. The ambition of this book is to propose an inter-
pretation, or at least the elements for an interpretation, of the political
development of the West.

What are the proper characteristics of the history of the West? What is
its formula, so to speak?

I have insisted on the modern movement, on modernity’s character as
movement, a movement that never arrives at its term, its resting place.
There are great civilizations apart from the West, and many things take
place there, but they have not known movement, historical movement.
They had chronicles but no history, at least not before the pressure or
aggression of the West made them enter history. There is in the West
a singular principle of movement and that is what characterizes it
above all.

The principle of Western movement is politics, and therefore the city.
The movement of the West begins with the movement of the city. It has
been said that the Greeks did not know history, that they had a cyclical
understanding of time and that the linear time of history began with
Christianity, or with the modern philosophy of history. That does not
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hold. The Greeks knew very well the irreversible time of political his-
tory. Aristotle was just as capable as Tocqueville of observing that de-
mocracy was in his time the only regime that was still possible.

The Western movement begins with the movement of the Greek city,
the internal and external movement of the Greek city, of class struggle
within and foreign war without. The city is the shaping of human life
that made the common thing appear, the government of the common
thing, and the execution of the common thing in a plurality of cities hos-
tile to each other and divided within. The Greek city was the first form
of human life to produce political energy. It was a deployment of human
energy of unprecedented intensity and quality. It was finally consumed
by its own energy in the catastrophe of the Peloponnesian War. Later his-
tory appears, in sum, as the ever-renewed quest for the political form that
would permit the gathering of the energies of the city while escaping the
fate of the city, of the city that is free but subject to internal and external
enmity.

The form that succeeded the city was empire. The Western empire, by
contrast with the Eastern empire, is a type of continuation of the city.
The city of Rome deployed such powerful energies that it broke all the
limits that circumscribed cities, as it joined to itself ever more numerous
and distant populations to the point of seeming on the verge of assem-
bling the whole human race. The Western empire surrendered the free-
dom of the city but promised unity and peace. It is a promise that was
not kept or not entirely kept, but, as in the case of the city, the political
and spiritual energies partially survived the fall of the form, and the im-
perial idea marked the West not only by the enduring prestige of the
Roman Empire but also under an absolutely unprecedented form that is
also proper to Europe, which is the Church, the catholic, that is, the uni-
versal Church, that seeks to gather all men in a new communion, more
intimate than the closest-knit city, more extended than the vastest em-
pire. Of all the political forms of the West, the Church is the one most
fraught with promises since it proposes, as I have just said, a community
that is once city and empire, but it is also the most disappointing because
it never succeeds, and falls far short, in bringing about this universal as-
sociation for which it has awakened the desire.

I have just reviewed the history of premodern Europe with the speed
and delicacy of Attila. But my plunder would make a barbarian king
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turn green with envy. For I have assembled the elements of the situation
that will condition the elaboration of the modern project. How can this
situation be characterized? I will say simply that the Europeans of that
time were divided among the city, the empire, and the Church. They lived
under the mixed and competing authorities of these three modes of hu-
man association. The cities that subsisted or revived were in competition
with, often at war with, the Roman Empire that became the Holy Roman
Empire of the German nation, and the Church was in competition with
the cities and the empire, which were in competition with it. This is an
awful disorder, a conflict of authorities and loyalties. It is out of this con-
fusion that the modern project seeks to take us and will effectively take
us. The quarrel has to do with institutions, to be sure, but also, more pro-
foundly, with the human type that must inspire human life. Whom is one
to imitate? Must one follow the life of humble sacrifice for which Christ
provides the model? Or must one rather lead the active and proud life of
the citizen warrior who produced Rome and was produced by it? And
among the pagans themselves, will we admire Cato, or Caesar? The Eu-
ropeans did not know which city they wanted to or could inhabit; they
did not know which man they wanted to or could be. It is in this radical
perplexity and in order to confront it, that, I repeat, the modern project
was born.

Let us try to identify a bit more precisely what this perplexity consists
of. Because of those conflicting and competing authorities, the Europe-
ans were assailed by prestigious and contradictory words—the words of
the Bible, the words of the Greek philosophers, the words of Roman
orators and historians—and they did not know which to retain and
which to discard. Thus they did not know how to act, how to answer
the question of what is to be done. Words and actions were disjointed or
badly linked. The modern moment crystallized when the effort was en-
gaged to join word to action and action to word more vigorously and
more rigorously. This is just what the Reformation sought to do. The
authority of the Word of God was divided between the Scriptures and
the Tradition of the Church, but the Scriptures themselves were accessi-
ble only through the mediation of the Church, and in the first instance in
the language of the Church, Latin. Luther wanted to attach the faith of
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the Christian to the Word of God immediately as it was found in the
Scriptures by resolutely jettisoning the mediation of ecclesiastical author-
ity and to do that by translating the sacred text into the language spoken
and understood by the faithful. Sola Scriptura, Scripture alone.

But it was Machiavelli, at exactly the same time as Luther, who would
formulate in the most general terms what goes to the heart of the prob-
lem and will be the principle of the solution, the political solution. The
problem and the solution are contained in a few lines of chapter 15 of
The Prince: “But since my intent is to write something useful to whoever
understands it, it has appeared to me more fitting to go directly to the
effectual truth of the thing than to the imagination of it. And many have
imagined republics and principalities that have never been seen or known
to exist in truth; for it is so far from how one lives to how one should
that he who lets go of what is done for what should be done learns his
ruin rather than his preservation.”!

As can be seen, Machiavelli proposes to side with the way humans
live effectively by discarding their imaginary republics and principalities
because there is tanto discosto, such disparity, between what humans do
and what they say. Now the greatest disparity between words and ac-
tions is introduced by the Christian Word, which asks humans to love
what they hate naturally—their enemies—and to hate what they love
naturally—themselves. Christianity introduced an unprecedented dispar-
ity between what humans do and what they say. Thus the modern politi-
cal project, which Machiavelli was the first to formulate, was a response,
in any case was in the first instance a response to a situation, the “Chris-
tian situation,” marked by the competition of authorities, the disorder of
reference points, the anarchy of words, and, above all, the demoralizing
contrast between what humans say and what they do.

What then does it mean for Machiavelli to consider or follow “the
effectual truth of the thing”? It is in any case a question of preparing the
way for an action entirely liberated from the words that praise and
blame, be they religious or other, for an action that cannot be hindered
by any word, whether the external word of the institution or of opinion,
or the internal word of conscience. The word that carries the greatest
weight, and for that reason constitutes the greatest hindrance to action,
is the word that says, “This is good; this is evil.” It is the word that
distinguishes good from evil. Machiavelli does not seek to annul this
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distinction. He does not confuse good and evil. But he endeavors to en-
courage humans to be prepared to do evil, to “be able not to be good,”
as he says, when it is necessary. Machiavelli endeavors to break the grip
of these words that tell us what we should do, words that do not guide
us since, in any event, we follow our nature and not our words, but that
hinder our freedom to act by limiting for us the field of possible or con-
templated actions. It is difficult to say what new political order Machi-
avelli envisaged concretely. Let us say that by delivering humans from
all respect for any opinion, for any word, he was preparing them for
every possible action, that he opened the way for every possible action,
including the most daring and the most ambitious, and even the most
terrible.

Of all the daring and ambitious actions that Europe witnessed, the
one engaged in by the modern State is without doubt the most decisive.
As T have said, Christianity renders uncertain the motives of action and
doubtful the words that ought to be authoritative in the city. The “Chris-
tian situation” is characterized by the conflict of authorities. But the
modern State—and this is how it becomes sovereign—resolves or over-
comes this conflict by monopolizing the word that commands, more
precisely and more boldly, by producing a command that is independent
of every opinion, including and above all religious opinion, a command
that authorizes and prohibits opinions according to its sovereign deci-
sion. The modern State, still uncertain of its strength, at first joined to
itself a religious opinion or word, which was the State religion. Once it
had attained its full strength, it raised itself above every word; it was
truly without a word of its own. It became the “neutral,” “agnostic,” “secu-
lar” State that we know.

The State thus constitutes the first half of the solution to the problem
of the disparity between word and action that is proper to the Christian
world. The State has the right to prohibit and to authorize every word,
and will prohibit less and less and authorize more and more. But the
State is only half of the solution, precisely since—and this is the condi-
tion of its effectiveness—it has no word of its own. Human life cannot be
without a word that is authoritative. Where will the modern State find
this word? It will find the word, the pertinent word, the political word, in
society, by becoming “representative” of society. The invention and the
problem of modern politics, as is well known, is representation. Repre-
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sentation articulates the word of society to the action of the State that is
without a word, or that has no word of its own.

That, then, is how the problem of Christian times was solved, the prob-
lem of the anarchy of authorities, of the disjunction and disparity be-
tween words and actions. It was solved by the sovereign State and the
representative government of society. It is our political regime consid-
ered in its entirety that is the solution to the problem. It is not my con-
cern here to describe the structure of the representative regime or simply
to sketch its history. One point, however, needs to be underlined. The
decisive factor of the junction or reconciliation between actions and
words is the formation of a common word by the development, the re-
finement, and the diffusion of a national language. Luther’s Reformation
was a spiritual upheaval, but it was also and inseparably a political revo-
lution, a national insurrection. This is what is so often forgotten: even
before the modern State was consolidated and capable of effectively au-
thorizing and prohibiting, the nation appeared in Europe as the frame-
work for appropriating the Christian Word that the universal Church
showed itself incapable of teaching effectively. The different European
nations chose the Christian confession in which they wanted to live, and
in sum imposed it, after a good many (often chaotic) turns of events, on
their respective “sovereigns.” With the “confessional nation,” soon
crowned with its absolute sovereign who would later be the operator of
“secularism,” Europe took its “classical” form in which it organized it-
self in the most stable and enduring manner, “solving” the problem posed
by the “Christian situation” as much as a human problem can be solved.
It is henceforth in the framework of a national civic conversation that
Europeans essentially sought to join their words to their actions and
their actions to their words. The national form preceded and conditioned
the representative regime.

Such is the history that this book proposes to recount or rather to
disentangle. Its concern is to lay bare the illuminating power of a care-
fully considered history of political forms. The history of the West un-
folds in the tension between the civic operation, such as the Greek city
gave birth to and that the republican or “Roman” tradition endeavored to
preserve and to spread, and the Christian Word that, in proposing a new
city where actions and words would attain an unprecedented unity and
where one would live in conformity with the Word, opened a disparity
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between actions and words in political society that was impossible to
master. In promising a perfect equation between action and word in the
city of God, the Christian proposition opened an insurmountable dis-
parity between actions and words in human cities. As I have stated, the
practical solution of a confessional stamp was found in the nation, ad-
ministered by a secular State, and governed by a representative govern-
ment. But this solution had neither the energetic simplicity of the civic
form nor the ambitious exactitude of the ecclesial form, and the West
would not cease to search for a “solution” that would at last be com-
plete and that would unite the energy of the civic operation and the ex-
actitude of the religious proposition. Do not the regimes that are called
“totalitarian,” which are capable of joining the most chaotic and terrible
action to the most pedantic ideological and linguistic orthodoxy, offer
the monstrous but very recognizable expression of this ambition?

In Europe today, the civic operation is feeble and the religious Word al-
most inaudible. The two poles between which the Western arc was bent
for so long have lost their force. As I said at the beginning, the modern
project nonetheless continues to drift along. Does it obey only its own
inertia, or is the European political structure I have just reviewed always
in operation? It is without doubt not useless, in order to confirm the rel-
evance of the viewpoint developed in these pages, to sketch a description
of the present situation in Europe inasmuch as the rapport between word
and action is concerned.

I have insisted on the importance of the national framework for the
solution of the European or Christian problem. I have not yet mentioned
a humbler but very important element of our regimes, which is the ar-
ticulation of the word on action by majority decision. It was a common
critique of representative democracy or the parliamentary regime that it
multiplied words but was incapable of action. Lenin spoke of “parlia-
mentary idiocy.” Carl Schmitt willingly cited the sarcastic remarks of
Donoso Cortes against the bourgeoisie, clase discutidora. In reality, a rep-
resentative democracy, a parliamentary regime that functions, constitutes
an admirable articulation of actions on words. In an election campaign,
everyone proposes every imaginable action, whether possible or impos-
sible. As soon as the election is won, those who obtained the majority
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undertake to act according to their words, while the minority, abstain-
ing from any action, is content to speak in preparation for the next elec-
tion. Alternation, or the effective possibility of alternation, is the heart
of the mechanism.

Where are we? How do things stand with the political structure in
which the modern project found its most satisfactory instrument? It seems
to me that today in Europe this structure is considerably weakened and
almost unrecognizable.

We congratulate ourselves on the attenuation of oppositions all the
while we worry about the crisis of alternation. This is to congratulate
and to worry ourselves over the same things. The political landscape has
been leveled. The bonds of affects, opinions, words that shaped political
convictions have been dissolved or are frayed. Henceforth one can no
longer have access to the political terrain by occupying a position. That
is why all the political actors speak all the words.

In recent times political speech has been progressively severed from
any essential connection to a possible action. The notion of a program,
reduced to “promises,” has been discredited. The conviction has spread,
whether explicit or tacit, that in any event one has no choice. What will
be done will be dictated by circumstances over which one has no control.
From then on political speech has no longer had the purpose of prepar-
ing a possible action but simply has conscientiously covered the field of
political speech. Everyone or nearly everyone acknowledges that the fi-
nal meeting of action and word will in sum be the meeting of indepen-
dent causal chains.

This divorce between action and word contributes to explaining the
novel role of “political correctness.” Political correctness is a particu-
larly significant aspect of the contemporary emancipation of speech.
One no longer expects that speech will be linked to a possible action;
thus it is taken seriously as though it was itself an action. Not being
linked to a possible and plausible action that measures its purport, speech
is willingly considered, if it is unpleasant, as the equivalent of the worst
action imaginable. Thus one tracks those infamous words that are desig-
nated as “phobias” in clinical language. The progress of freedom in the
West consisted of measuring words by the yardstick of visible actions.
“Political correctness” consists of measuring words by the yardstick of
invisible intentions.
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The characteristics of the political situation in our countries that I have
just recalled are to be found in an accentuated form in the European
framework. What characterizes the European situation is that what we
say as citizens has no importance whatsoever, since political actions will
be decided in an indeterminate place, a place that we cannot situate in
relation to the place from which we speak. The only thing that we might
know is that these actions will be necessary. The actions that appear nec-
essary are those that are not accompanied by any properly political
word or over which the most solemn political words, such as a referen-
dum, have no control. Everyone in Europe knows well that the most
solemn word that a people can formulate, which is a referendum vote, is
considered in advance with indifference by the European political class
that deems itself charged with guiding the necessary process of Euro-
pean “construction.” The supposed necessity of the process discredits
and invalidates in advance any political word.

If the process continues, we will soon leave behind the representative
regime to return to a command without word. This command will no
longer be that of the State, which at least occupied an elevated place, but
that of the rule, the rule of indeterminate origin. One does not know
where the rule comes from, only that one must obey it. Thus the struc-
ture or process that imposes itself more and more in Europe is the fol-
lowing: actions on principle in conformity with a rule without word,
words without relation to a possible action.

With the end or weakening of the representative regime that articulated
actions and words in the national framework, the modern political or-
der nears the end of its course. The sciences and technologies continue to
run in their sphere, but they are more and more detached from the frame-
work in which they found their meaning and their usefulness, when the
modernization of national life in all its aspects was the evident and com-
mon task. We are witnessing a more and more profound divorce between
the process of civilization and the political structure. The ever more
complex and constraining order of ordinary life, the ever-tighter network
of the rules we obey with ever-greater docility, must not blind us to the
growing uncertainty, that is to say, the growing disorder of the form of
common life. We are evolving, if I may say so, on thinner and thinner ice.

It seems that we are on the way to returning to a situation of political
indetermination comparable in one sense to the one that preceded the
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construction of modern politics. But with a great difference, however.
During the premodern period, there were too many competing political
forms that hampered one another—I have mentioned the city, the em-
pire, the Church—and so the new political form of the nation had to be
invented. Todayj, it is in short the reverse. We observe not the excess but
the dearth of political forms. At least in Europe, its native land, the form
of the nation is discredited, delegitimized, without there being any other
form in the process of being elaborated. Not only that, but the authori-
tative, if not unique, opinion has been hammering at us for twenty years
that the future belongs to a delocalized or global process of civilization
and that we have no need of a political form. Thus the necessity to ar-
ticulate words and actions politically has been lost from view. The tech-
nological norm and juridical rule are supposed to be enough for orga-
nizing common life.

Europe produced modernity. For a long period of time Europe was its
master and owner, putting it in the almost exclusive service of its power.
But the transformative project in itself was intended for the whole of
humanity. Today Bacon and Descartes reign in Shanghai and Bangalore
at least as much as in Paris and London. Europe finds itself militarily,
politically, and spiritually disarmed in a world that it has armed with the
instruments of modern civilization. It soon will be wholly incapable of
defending itself. It has for a long time been incapable of defining itself,
since in the common European opinion it is confused with humanity it-
self on the way to pacification and unification. By renouncing the politi-
cal form that was its own, and in which it had tried not without success
to solve the European problem, Europe deprived itself of the association
in which European life had found its richest meaning, diffracted in a
plurality of national languages vying with one another for strength and
grace.

For over three centuries “moderns” and “antimoderns” have made the
European scene echo their disputes. In previous works I have given great
attention to these disputes, elaborating an interpretation that made “mod-
ern democracy” the goal and heart of European development. The search
for which I here provide the elements distances itself from this perspec-
tive that was “Tocquevillean” in more than one sense. The defect that I
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see in this procedure today, a defect from which Tocqueville himself is
not immune, is to exaggerate the political and human transformation,
the “anthropological” transformation that the progress of modern de-
mocracy brings with it. It appeared to me more and more clearly that
the formation of the Greek city represented a much more substantial
anthropological transformation, if one can use the term, than the mod-
ern democratic revolution, which moreover was in some sense built upon
the Greek one. Instead of seeing history as facilely running toward us,
toward the grandeur and miseries of our democracy, I saw it more and
more clearly unfolding starting from the prodigious innovation that was
the first production of the common, something much more substantial
and moreover much more interesting than the virtues and vices of our
too-famous equality. I saw more and more clearly the forms of our com-
mon life unfolding from the first and master form as so many reverbera-
tions of this original conflagration, as so many metamorphoses of this
primordial form.
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WHAT SCIENCE FOR THE CITY?

Greek Science and Greek Experience

As we take up the great question of the political development of the
West, it is necessary to briefly take stock of our tools of knowledge. To
sum up the resources of our workshop, we have at our disposal two po-
litical sciences, the ancient and the new, namely, Greek political science
and modern political science. The latter could be called European since it
was elaborated from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, princi-
pally by the Italians, the British, and the French.

In Greek political science, politics and the science of politics came to
light together, and for the first time. This conjoining is what defines its
founding character. “Together” here does not mean “simultaneously.” The
development of Greek political science was posterior to the beginnings of
Greek civic or political experience, and was even contemporaneous with
the decline of this experience. “Together” means that politics and the sci-
ence of politics appeared in the framework of one and the same experi-
ence that in this way came to know itself. The Greek experience was
that of self-government, and therein lay its political character. This
unprecedented experience attained self-knowledge in a new science, po-
litical science, as it was elaborated in the works of Thucydides, Plato,
and Aristotle. The twofold Greek foundation brings out in a particularly
instructive manner the circle within which we will not cease to struggle:
political science is science of political experience, but science and experi-
ence are distinct and at the same time inseparable. Whence the question:
in what measure does science complete experience, which without it

17
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would remain mutilated or confused? Or on the contrary does it falsify
experience by illuminating it with a light that is no longer that of politi-
cal experience, properly speaking?

In any case the Greek experience unfolded in a definite framework,
which was that of the city. This framework was the condition for the
possibility of the experience. Self-government presupposes the city; poli-
tics in its full and original sense presupposes the polis. This is the mean-
ing of Aristotle’s sentence that sums up Greek political science: “Man is
a political animal.” Since the city was, according to the Greeks, the po-
litical form most in conformity with the nature of humanity, or even the
only truly natural one, the Greek analysis not only of political life prop-
erly speaking but of moral life and in general of human life is an analysis
of the life of humans in the city. In the eyes of Greek thinkers, the human
phenomenon reveals itself first of all and most eminently in the city. We
could say that the things in themselves are the political things.

We must take stock of what this means for us who have long since
ceased to live in cities. This means that in the eyes of Europe’s first politi-
cal science, our moral life is necessarily mutilated, for, since the end of the
city we no longer achieve the highest possibility inscribed in our nature;
we fall short of our potential. The original political experience that ush-
ered in the series of our political experiences, the one that continues to
inspire them, has become strangely inaccessible. In a great variety of
forms, this feeling of shortcoming or loss has been with us for centuries.
In any case, the effort to know ourselves requires the most rigorous ex-
amination possible of our relationship to this original experience, and so
first of all the most rigorous examination possible of this experience
itself.

The city, the polis, is the first political form. It is the condition for the
production or the matrix of a new form of life, political life, in which
men govern themselves and know that they govern themselves. This form
of life can take diverse forms, for there are different ways of self-
government. The city opens the possibility of a self-government that ac-
tualizes or concretizes itself according to a particular mode, according
to a particular regime. Greek political science, the science of the city,
came to light as the science of regimes, the science of the different ways
of self-government in the city. As we shall see in detail, the regimes are
distinguished according to the number of those who govern. Governors
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can be one, or few, or many.! From this arises the interest of Greek politi-
cal science in classifying regimes as monarchy, oligarchy, democracy, and
so on. Indeed, Greek political science manifests a subtlety in analyzing
political regimes that has not been equaled.

Yet, as we know well and I have just recalled, the form of the city even-
tually disappeared. The primary framework of Greek political analysis
ended by disappearing. What will become of the science of regimes when
the framework for the deployment of the diversity of regimes is no lon-
ger available? Human association in fact took other forms than that of
the city, other forms that must be taken into account. Greek political sci-
ence is the science of the first experience of politics, thus the first politi-
cal science. It has little to say about political forms other than the city
since those other forms, at least those that interest us most, appeared after
the decline or the end of the city and in some way as successors to it. The
inquiry I am undertaking deals principally with political forms, those
modes of human association that no science has taken as its specific object
but whose succession orders the movement of European history.

The Greek authors were not unaware that political forms other than the
city existed, even if they showed little interest in them. They knew very
well at least two other political forms, namely, the tribe—ethnos—and
the empire (in particular the Persian Empire, which more than once im-
posed itself on their attention). A fourth form could be added, that of the
tribal monarchies such as those in Epirus and Macedonia.? This is enough
for instructive comparisons, but the Greek thinkers assumed them more
than they developed them, or only very expeditiously. The most signifi-
cant text on this score without doubt is found in the Politics of Aristotle:

The nations in cold locations, particularly in Europe, are filled with spirit-
edness, but relatively lacking in thought and art; hence they remain freer,
but lack [political] governance and are incapable of ruling their neighbors.
Those in Asia, on the other hand, have souls endowed with thought and
art, but are lacking in spiritedness; hence they remain ruled and enslaved.
But the stock of the Greeks shares in both—just as it holds the middle in
terms of location. For it is both spirited and endowed with thought, and
hence both remains free and governs itself in the best manner and at the
same time is capable of ruling all, should it obtain a single regime.?
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Thus, the city is the best political form, because Greek civic life com-
bines the freedom of the tribes of the North and the civilization of the
Asiatic empires. It is the political form that unites the two great qualities
of humans in society, qualities that are otherwise distributed between
two distinct and so to speak opposed political forms. It is worth noting
that Aristotle makes a necessary link between the internal freedom of the
city and its domination over its neighbors. Civic freedom, no doubt be-
cause it encourages the deployment of human powers (but Aristotle does
not explain this point here), naturally produces domination over neigh-
boring populations whose capacities are constrained in their develop-
ment by the defects of collective organization. Herein appears a very
marked difference between the Ancients and ourselves. We always pre-
suppose and affirm that freedom, in order to be authentic, must be equal
and so to speak reciprocal, that a people that oppresses another people
cannot be free. The Greeks thought, on the contrary, that the more a city
is free, the more it naturally rules those that are less free. Athens was,
without excessive qualms of conscience, the imperialist city par excel-
lence. At the end of the passage, Aristotle seems to envisage a sort of gen-
eral domination of the Greeks, a domination over “all,” if only they
would achieve a unified political organization—miia politeia. These two
words are not enough to allow us to give even a modest interpretation
of Aristotle’s thinking. Does Aristotle envisage a federation of Greek cit-
ies? In that case the term politeia (which designates the regime, the con-
stitution of the city) does not seem appropriate. Does he envisage a fu-
sion of Greek cities in a new body politic bound by one regime or one
constitution? In that case the term politeia could be appropriate, but it
would mean that Aristotle abjured so to speak his entire political science
as he deployed it in the Politics where the city, with its limited dimen-
sions, is the only political form that allows, as we have just seen, the mar-
riage of freedom and civilization. In truth, we do not know what “con-
struction of Greece”—as we speak of a“construction of Europe”—Aristotle
envisages here, or even if he envisages anything of the kind. Some have
seen in these two words an allusion to the empire of Alexander, but this
suggestion is the more arbitrary in that this empire never had a consis-
tency approaching that of a politeia. Thus, this passage that, in the Poli-
tics, comes the closest to a comparison of political forms shows us instead
how Aristotle glosses over the matter, how he insists on the unique ex-
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cellence of the city to the point of passing over in silence the action of
his former student Alexander, who was in the process of shattering the
conditions of Greek life. One could say, to conclude these remarks, that
Greek political science, which was very well aware of political forms
other than the city, “wanted to see” only the city, not by “conservative
reflex,” an arbitrary attachment to the accustomed form, but because it
was only in the city, in the mirror of the city, that it could see, and allow
us to see, the human phenomenon in all its breadth and wholeness.

Modern Political Science

I emphasized the importance of the fact that in Greece politics and the
science of politics, experience and the interpretation of experience came
to light together, or at least in a proximity and intimacy that were never
to be found again. Modern political science—the one that is not Greek*—
will on the contrary always find itself confronted with the necessity of
deliberately joining these two aspects that in Greece were joined natu-
rally. It must be elaborated in a world where there already is an authori-
tative political science, that of the Greeks, especially Aristotle’s. Modern
political science will thus necessarily have a very deliberate and “con-
structed” character. I seek in vain for the proper adjective to give an idea
of this specific effort that modern political science must make to bring
together science and political experience. In any case, this effort neces-
sarily encounters the alternative of whether to bear more (or first of all)
upon science or more (or first of all) upon experience. Of course, the
choice between the two ways is not arbitrary. It is conditioned in every
epoch by the relative situation of science and experience.

Two great versions of modern political science can be distinguished
accordingly, one that emphasizes science and one that emphasizes
experience.

It is not difficult to surmise what style of political science, which doc-
trines, which authors fall into the first category. Modern natural right, the
political science of Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke, is insistently and even
emphatically presented as demonstrative. These philosophers propose a
political science that is as or even more demonstrative than mathematics,
more precisely geometry. They oppose this rigorous science to the empiri-
cal and inaccurate science of the Ancients, encumbered with prejudices,



22 THE ORIGINAL EXPERIENCE OF THE CITY

that does not deserve to be called science. This global rejection of an-
cient science does not exclude distinctions made within this science. One
can say that the founders of modern political science prefer Plato to Ar-
istotle, or are less harsh toward the one than the other. One reason is
surely that the doctrine of the Church, which they wish to dismantle,
was built with elements borrowed from Aristotle rather than Plato; but
the other reason, as Hobbes makes explicit, has to do with the emphasis
Plato places on science, or pure science as distinct from experience, be-
cause it resides, so to speak, entirely in the mind of the knower.® Plato’s
noetic effort, with its wrenching force and its upward thrust, provides
an anticipation or a sketch of the inaugural act of modern political sci-
ence, which, through eliminating all real communities as so many insub-
stantial appearances, fixes its gaze on a purely abstract being, the indi-
vidual out of which—out of whose rights and power—a political order
that at last is rational can be constructed.

The preference for science and the emphasis on science to the detri-
ment of experience were conditioned, although not determined, by the
actual political experience of the historical period that we are consider-
ing, chiefly the seventeenth century. If our philosophers elaborated a
pure, “geometric” science, if they reconstructed the edifice of political
science from the starting point of science and not from contemporary po-
litical experience, it was because this experience presented to them char-
acteristics that ruled it out as a foundation. We know what renders mod-
ern political experience useless for modern political science. It is that it
is not a political experience or rather that modern political experience is
so mixed with another experience, an apolitical or even antipolitical ex-
perience, that one can no longer speak properly of political order among
the moderns. This apolitical or antipolitical experience is obviously the
Christian experience. The human phenomenon is no longer to be seen
wholly in the mirror of the city; behind the political city looms another
city, filled with mysteries but also with power, and the two cities
intermingle—that is, they are one and two at the same time—to such a
point that citizens have the feeling of “seeing double.” What solid sci-
ence can one construct on such a split experience, or on the experience of
a life so split in two or divided? One must then wrench oneself away
from this irremediably confused experience and begin by elaborating a
radically new political order in the pure realm of science.



What Science for the City? 23

But it will be said that these authors—Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke—
are the architects of the modern State, the guiding spirits of modern poli-
tics. If they have been so influential, it is because their science has some
relation to the experience of modern man. It was not so pure as that. To
be sure, their science would have been neither valid nor effective if it had
not been grounded in experience, if it had not been in some fashion sci-
ence of experience. But of what experience? Of a human experience cer-
tainly, but not a political experience. It was more precisely the experience
humans have when they are deprived of political order, or when this
order is greatly disturbed. Modern political science, in its founding move-
ment, overcomes the grave deficiencies of modern political experience, the
absence so to speak of an authentic political experience in the Christian
world, by forging access to a prepolitical human experience on the basis
of which it will be possible to construct a new political order. In fact, on
the basis of the state of nature, of the human experience of the state of
nature—that is, of the terrible vulnerability of the individual reduced to his
or her own forces—there were constructed first of all the theory or sci-
ence, and then the reality or practice of the modern State. Such was the
first version of modern political science with its impressive fruitfulness.

This political science is thus first of all the science of a pre- or apoliti-
cal experience. To be fully science, science certain of itself, it must first of
all assure itself of this experience, verify and warrant it. The only way to
do this is finally to produce it. In order to firmly grasp its object, modern
political science, at least in this version, must begin by producing the
apolitical or prepolitical experience of the individual placed in the apo-
litical or prepolitical condition of the state of nature. Thus it posits this
individual, defines it as the source of all political legitimacy, and produces
it as follows: on the one hand, as a member of a State ruled by law, in
which all individuals are equal in rights, that is, all equidistant from the
State; on the other hand, as a member of civil society, in which all indi-
viduals are equal in rights; that is, they are all equally authorized to as-
sert their independence as they see fit in that society. Thus, by means of
a State that protects equal rights, modern political science in this version
transforms the state of nature, that is, the state where the risks are equal,
into the society of the equality of opportunity.

I have said enough about this first version of modern political science,
the one that emphasizes science, the one that constructs the modern
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State in such a way that it produces the free individual as a replacement
for the citizen of the ancient city who was alternatively the one com-
manding and the one commanded. Let us now come to the second ver-
sion, the one that criticizes ancient political science because of the limits
of the Greek experience, thus in the name of a larger and more complex
political experience.

The most characteristic and most eminent representative of this mod-
ern political science is without any doubt Montesquieu. Since I do not
have the leisure to present his doctrine, I limit myself to three remarks:

1. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu directly takes to task an-
cient political science, naming and shaming Aristotle in particular.
According to Montesquieu, Aristotle and ancient political science
“had no clear idea of monarchy” (11.8) or “could not achieve a
correct idea of monarchy” (11.9). In the narrow space of the city,
where the people were “enclosed” (11.11), the monarchy could
not deploy its true nature. It was only with the dispersion of the
Germanic tribes across the Roman Empire that they had con-
quered (11.8) that the monarchy was able to deploy all of its pos-
sibilities, in particular its ability to accommodate “the true distri-
bution of the three powers in the government of one alone” (11.9).
Thus the political regime called monarchy only fulfills its nature—
its “idea”—in the framework of a political form the Ancients did
not know. Ancient political science, which culminates in the clas-
sification of regimes, must be carefully corrected if one wants it to
embrace modern political experience. The new classification will
be a classification of political forms at least as much as political
regimes.®

2. Modern political experience comprehends not only the develop-
ment of national monarchies and of “Gothic government” after the
collapse of the Roman Empire. It also encompasses the develop-
ment of a process whose causes are obscure, but whose political ef-
fects are beyond questioning: commerce, which softens mores. It
suffices for our purpose to underline that commerce can make people
communicate who have nothing in common, in particular who do
not belong to the same political community. The principle of com-
merce being the independence and self-interest of each, this princi-
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ple is in brief contrary to that of the city, which lies “in living with
others, and in sharing words and deeds.”” Thus, observing the mech-
anism and the effects of commerce brings out the limits of ancient
experience, and even more, of the ancient science of politics that is
so preoccupied with self-sufficiency.

3. One could say that the ancient city, because of its size and more
generally its form, produced the compression and almost the fusion—
through “politicization” in the proper meaning of the term—of ele-
ments of human life that, in other political forms, find themselves
distinguished and even separated. In those forms it seems that poli-
tics ceases to be the determining and synthetic authority to become
one parameter among others of social life. As a consequence, the
science of human things is no longer found in the synthetic science
of the government of humans—the political science of the
Ancients—but rather in the analytical science of the diverse param-
eters of the human or social world, or in the plurality of the analyti-
cal sciences—the “human” or “social” sciences—charged with ex-
ploring the diverse parameters separately. The Spirit of the Laws is
the document that testifies to this “epistemological revolution” and
that argues for it. At the same time, Montesquieu is more concerned
than his sociological or anthropological successors will be to main-
tain or to retrieve on new foundations the primacy of the political
order.

The remarks I have just made concern more than the history of politi-
cal science. It is easy to recognize the two versions of modern political sci-
ence in the theory of democracy on the one hand, and in the social
sciences on the other, namely, in the two great genres of contemporary
reflection concerning our common life.

The theory of democracy accepts as axioms the basic propositions of
the science elaborated by Hobbes and Locke, and to a certain extent
Rousseau. Technically, it is a reprise, a refinement, if one wishes, of the
contractualist doctrines. It suffices to mention the name of John Rawls.
Concerning the foundation, as I have just suggested in my use of the
term “axiom,” the theory of democracy, unlike the original contractual-
ist doctrines, does not seek to justify its principal theses against other
possible theses. Rather, it receives or accepts them as evidences—not
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philosophical evidences in the Cartesian sense of the term, but as politi-
cal evidences: who would dare to seriously challenge the principles of
modern democracy? Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau justified their theses,
founded them on a certain interpretation of the state of nature, that is,
ultimately of human nature. There is nothing of this among the theore-
ticians of democracy who reject any kind of “foundationalism.” As it
has been remarked, the “original situation” of Rawls is the state of
nature without nature. Indeed, the proponents of the theory of democ-
racy rely with confidence on our experience of democracy, on the gen-
eral satisfaction that accompanies it and that renders a serious attempt
at justification superfluous. The surprise then is that the version of
political science that emphasizes science in relation to experience, the
one that places its demonstrative rigor in the forefront even if it means
devaluing experience and setting aside all facts, has today come to draw
most of its strength from our contemporary experience, not to say our
prejudices.

As for the second version, if it is less unfaithful to its origins, if the
contemporary human sciences are less unfaithful to Montesquieu than
the theory of democracy is unfaithful to Hobbes or Rousseau, it nonethe-
less remains that they have abandoned the primacy of the political that
Montesquieu had maintained. Montesquieu, it is true, had in some way
given them carte blanche when he had written in The Spirit of the Laws
that “many things govern men” (19.4), thus making government, prop-
erly speaking, one government among other governments, one thing or
one cause among others. (For Greek political science, only humans,
properly speaking, govern humans.)

Thus, the two great versions of modern political science, so impres-
sive and convincing in their founding moment, have ended up today as
their contraries. Rigorous science lives only from the unofficial support
of experience and is no longer science; the sciences that deliberately take
their bearings from the breadth and diversity of human experience have
abandoned politics, or have reduced it to one parameter among others,
and are no longer political. Thus, on today’s menu we have only a choice
between a political science—the theory of democracy—that is not scien-
tific, and a political science—the human sciences as a whole—that is not
political. It is natural to desire to escape these alternatives.
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The Three Natures of the City

How shall we proceed? Since in the end we find ourselves before two
alternatives, neither of which we can choose, we need to return to the
point of departure. We need to boldly go back to the first and founding
polarity and pitch our base camp in that uncertain and decisive zone
where the ancient experience and the ancient science of politics, that is,
the experience and science of the city, are articulated, so as to attempt to
extract the constitutive elements of our political condition. It will soon
appear that the ancient science of politics is pluralistic.

To the question, what is a city? it is tempting to reply equally or indif-
ferently that it is a “big family” or a “little world.” These are the illusions
that are inseparable from the city. In reality, the city cruelly or imperi-
ously subordinates the family and the world. It takes young men from
their families living, and brings them back dead. It declares the world, the
unknown beyond the walls of the city, enemy territory where one does
not venture unarmed.

These very simple remarks allow us to extract three elements, not
three “perspectives” or “viewpoints” on the city, but in truth the three
“natures” of the city:

e Its tragic nature, as it appears in its conflicting rapport with the fam-
ily, the families from which it issues. This is the city according to its
birth, the city inasmuch as it is born and as it signifies a second birth
for its members. Birth is one of the meanings of the notion of nature.

e Its philosophic nature, in the measure that it arouses and constrains
the desire to accede to the world without borders, the pure world
that is beyond the city. This is the city according to its ultimate end,
or the end that is beyond it. Finality is one of the meanings of the
notion of nature.

® Between birth and end, there is the city according to its own life,
forgetful of its prepolitical birth as well as of its metapolitical end,
the city according to its political life, according to the movement of
its political life—of internal struggle and external war—the move-
ment of its life that leads it naturally to death. What has in itself the
principle of its movement is natural.
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The first nature is explored by Sophocles and the other Greek tragedi-
ans; the second by Plato and Aristotle; the third by Thucydides, and also
by Plato and Aristotle. The three Greek approaches to politics thus define
not a plurality of “perspectives” or “viewpoints” but much more the
very articulations of the human world once this world is grasped and
determined by the political form, the form of the city.

We can now return to the question of political science and conclude
this lengthy introduction. I have just suggested that the Greek sciences
of the city are also, and perhaps above all, sciences of the limits of the
city: its birth, its finality, its life in its movement toward death. Where
Montesquieu saw the limits of Greek political science, perhaps one
should rather see the science of the limits of the city. But that means that
we can do justice, more easily than we thought, to Montesquieu’s legiti-
mate demand, and more generally that of the modern social or human
sciences. If we understand the city according to its limits, we place our-
selves in a position to understand the possibility, perhaps the necessity,
of the other political forms. More precisely, by keeping before us both
the ancient science of the city and its limits as well as the later experi-
ence of other political forms, we open for ourselves the possibility of a
more complete science. We then consider the city in the perspective of its
death and metamorphosis into other political forms and we consider the
succession of political forms as a commentary on and an illustration of
not only the potentialities of the city but its limits as well.

I am not here proposing a third political science that would be the
sum or synthesis of the ancient and the modern. The approach I will at-
tempt to develop belongs, I hope, to ancient political science, not because
it is ancient but because it is political and it alone is wholly political;
that is, it is wholly science of the government of humans by humans. Ac-
cording to this science, the state of human things results principally from
the deliberations and actions of humans, whereas modern political sci-
ence, even in the most “liberal” authors, such as Montesquieu, tends to
make us the playthings of “causes” that “govern” us. The human world
is formed by the way people govern themselves: it is in the city, in the
city-form, that people came to know this.
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Homer and Philosophy

After what we have said of the three “natures” of the city, it is natural to
begin with its first nature, with its poetic “birth,” or with its birth as
displayed and analyzed by poetry. Poetry here is meant to include epic
and tragedy, since comedy does not give us the birth of the city but an
image of its life and perhaps of its decline.

Epic and tragedy have in common that they “imitate noble actions”
(Poetics, 1448bz25), that they are “an imitation of people who are to be
taken seriously” (1449b10), whereas comedy is “an imitation of persons
who are inferior” (1449a31-32).! In effect, epic is the matrix of tragedy
in that Homer is the father of “serious” poetry (1448b34), the author of
two epic poems that not only furnished the matter or inspiration of nu-
merous tragedies, but that moreover are in themselves “dramatic imita-
tions” (1448b35-36). In the tenth book of the Republic Plato deliber-
ately joins Homer with the other “tragic poets” (6o5c11) and states
precisely that Homer was “the most poetic and the first of the tragic
poets” (607a2-3).2

The difference between epic and tragedy lies in epic “having its verse
unmixed with any other and being narrative in character” (1449br1),
whereas tragedy presents characters actually engaged in “action”
(1449b26). Tragedy’s principal superiority, according to Aristotle, is that
the tragic fable is more unified and visible; thus it is more “concentrated”
than the epic narrative. In matters of art as in those of nature, there is a
certain “dimension” that makes them susceptible of being encompassed
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“in a single view [eusunopton einai]” (145124 and also 1459a33). Now,
Homeric epic is, so to speak, as concentrated, as “synoptic,” as a tragedy.
The Odyssey and the Iliad are constructed around “a unified action [peri
mian praxin|” (1451a28).

We could go on with the list of praises that Aristotle showers on
Homer. We have said enough to justify starting our inquiry into the po-
etic birth of the city, the birth of the city as poetry gives us access to it,
with Homer, or more precisely with some reflections on the Iliad.

But how could Homer give us access to the birth of the Greek city? In
gathering oral traditions around the year 725 B.C., he gives voice to a
state of Greek life that is, however one situates it in time and place, clearly
prior to or different from civic life as such. The first to hear the Homeric
poems as we know them were probably citizens of the Greek cities of
Ionia, but the narrative that enchanted them spoke of a life very differ-
ent from their own. How in these conditions could Homer be considered
by the enlightened opinion of the cities as the educator of Greece, not in
a general and so to speak decorative sense, but in the precise and rigor-
ous sense of a master to whose teaching one should conform all the ac-
tions of one’s life?3

Whatever the uncertainties weighing on Homeric chronology and the
history of Greece before the development of the cities or at their begin-
nings, there is no doubt that the Iliad and the Odyssey constitute the
spiritual base of their development. I have many times emphasized how
Greek civic experience formed the original experience of Europe, or at
least one of the two great constitutive experiences of the European spirit;
it is in any case the original political experience of Europe, which incu-
des reflection on this experience itself. To speak of Homer as educator of
the city means that there was an experience prior to the experience, an
origin prior to the origin. Before there was the city there was the educa-
tor of the city.

But what does “educator of the city” mean? What does “educator”
mean? The answer to be sure is elusive, since in short all of Greek life is
an immense and complex endeavor to provide this answer, to attain clar-
ity regarding what paideia truly is. We recall, however, that in book 2 of
the Republic, when Socrates and his companions begin to examine the
question of the education of the guardians of the just city, when they
order themselves to “educate these men in speech [logd paideudmen
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tous andras]” (376dr10o), and somewhat solemnly raise the question,
“what then will be their education? [tis olin & paideia]” (376e2), their
first step is to call into question the stories that mothers and nurses tell
children and that “are, as whole, false” (377a5). Now, these nurses’ sto-
ries are not invented separately in each family but are tales common to
the households of Greece that were elaborated by Hesiod, Homer, and
the other poets (377d). The greatest falsehood in these stories is obvi-
ously the one that bears on the most important beings, namely the gods
(377€6—7). Socrates gives some examples of the inadmissible things that
Hesiod and Homer, or other poets, said about the gods. We will be fol-
lowing Plato’s suggestion if we say that Homer as well as Hesiod estab-
lished “models for speech about the gods [o1 tupoi peri theologias]”
(379a5—6), models that are false or distorted and that ought to be cor-
rected. It is first of all as a “theologian,” then, or as a poet of “theologies”
that Homer was the educator of Greece.*

It is difficult for us to take these passages of the Republic altogether
seriously, for two opposed reasons. On the one hand, we are shocked
that Socrates should presume to correct Homer (we will be even more
shocked when in book 10 he will want to expel him from the city), since
this seems to us to impugn the high idea we have of poetry, to imply a
lowering of its lofty status. On the other hand we find it hard to believe
that Homer and Hesiod were really the authors of Greek religion, since
this seems to us beyond their power and beyond the power of poetry.
Spontaneously sociological as we are, we think that the religion of all
can have no other author but “all.” For these two contrary motives, our
too lofty or rather too delicate idea, and our too modest estimate of po-
etry, we are inclined to deplore or simply to neglect Plato’s “polemic.”
Yet, it seems here that Plato hangs his critique on an appeal to what in
the eyes of informed Greeks was a historical fact that was at least prob-
able. Herodotus instructs us very clearly in this matter:

But whence these gods came into existence, or whether they were for ever,
and what kind of shape they had were not known until the day before
yesterday, if I may use the expression; for I believe that Homer and Hesiod
were four hundred years before my time—and no more than that. It is they
who created for the Greeks their theogony; it is they who gave to the gods
the special names for their descent from their ancestors and divided among



32 THE ORIGINAL EXPERIENCE OF THE CITY

them their honors, their arts, and their shapes. Those who are spoken of as
poets before Homer and Hesiod were, in my opinion, later born. The first
part of this that I have said is what the priestesses at Dodona say, but the
latter, as concerns Homer and Hesiod, is my own statement.’

Eric Voegelin comments on this passage as follows: “From this text two
pieces of information can be extracted. In the first place, the Hellenes
knew that the order of their gods was of recent origin and could not be
traced beyond the age of the epics. The time span surmised by Herodo-
tus places the event, at the earliest, in the ninth century B.c. And second,
they were convinced that the myth had not grown anonymously over a
long period of time, but had been created by definite persons, the poets.”®

All of this is very important, not only for what it teaches us about
Homer and about Greece, but also because this eminent example alerts
us to the fact that there is no collective intellectual or spiritual invention,
but that it is individual human beings who are the primary cause of hu-
man works, even if the record has not left us distinct particulars of dates
and places of birth and death, biography, physiognomy, and so on. Let
us not be as obtuse as Polyphemus who, when he was asked, “Who is
doing that?” answered that it was “Nobody!” That is just what we say
when to the question of who fashioned the Iliad or Homeric religion, we
answer that it was Mycenaean or Pelasgian or Aegean civilization, it
was this or that collective name. That Homer and Hesiod elaborated the
theology of the Greeks encourages us to dedicate ourselves to our own
task, which is to attempt to understand what they did. There is in what
they did a meaningful statement that is up to us to receive and to clarify.

This meaningful statement is a certain description of the human
world, of the human order (including its disorder). In this order, the
gods play a great role; they are the guarantors and in the end they are
the authors. The power of Zeus, father of all things, is irresistible. The
human order is a subordinate part of the divine order. At the same time,
the human world penetrates the divine world, human passions stir the
goddesses and gods, which prompts the Socratic demand to correct the
“models of theology” and incites us to regard the divine world rather as
an extension, an amplification—of course, a poetic one—of the human
world. If we speak in very general terms, there is in the Homeric text
much material to justify a “religious” reading as well as a “humanist”
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reading of the poems that educated Greece. Whether we adopt one read-
ing or the other will not lead us far, or rather on the contrary it will lead
us too far too quickly.

By so mixing humans and gods, by holding on the one hand that hu-
mans do nothing important that is not in the end accomplished by the
gods, that their victories are the work of the gods, or on the other hand
that the gods are moved only by human motives, or motives indistin-
guishable from human ones, Homer means to say something that would
be immediately lost in a religious interpretation as well as in a humanist
interpretation. We can attempt to draw closer to this “something.”

To orient themselves in the world before the development of philoso-
phy and the sciences, humans had recourse to a tripartite division that
we can say was universal: animals, humans, gods. This prephilosophical
regime—I am tempted to say this “natural” regime—of the human mind
is characterized by a twofold undertaking that appears to us necessarily
contradictory. On the one hand, one proceeds by disjunctions: what char-
acterizes humans is that they are not animals and also that they are not
gods; humans are characterized by what they are not. On the other hand,
the dynamic law of this tripartite world is the metamorphosis of ani-
mals, humans, and gods transforming themselves into one another—a
god with the head of a dog, a human with the body of a horse, and so on.
The three great elements of the world exist only in becoming what they
are not, or in joining themselves to what they are not. The philosophical
revolution, under whose mysterious empire we still live, perhaps more
and more, consisted in saying that a thing is what it is, that it exists in
conformity with its definition, or the definition of the class to which it
belongs. The philosophical revolution consisted in saying that a thing—
animal, human, god—is its being, or its essence, or its definition. What
do being, essence, definition mean? We are still seeking, but once the
philosophical proposition has been advanced that each being is what it
is, that each being is its essence, the natural world of disjunctions and
metamorphoses, the natural world of the “mythologies” is condemned
to disappear more or less quickly, but irresistibly.

I have just spoken of the philosophic revolution under whose mysteri-
ous empire we still live, perhaps more and more. In what sense do I mean
“more and more”? In the sense that we have a more and more strict, a
more and more rigorous conception of what a thing is, of its essence.
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For us, for us “Moderns,” not only is a thing what it is, it is only what it
is. The chief illustration of this movement is to be found in the critique
that modern physics addresses to ancient physics, particularly Aristot-
le’s. By its teleology, we think, ancient physics makes every being depend
on its end, defines it by its end, that is, by something other than what the
being properly and strictly is.

Homeric poetry no doubt belongs to the prephilosophical world, the
world of mythologies. Indeed, as we have just seen, Homer, with Hesiod,
was in fact the author of Greek mythology. But Homer was an odd my-
thologist. Here I limit myself to a very simple remark. In the “mythologi-
cal” tripartition of the human world, Homer did not make room for ani-
mals and thus he does not concern himself with metamorphoses.”
Regarding animals, the Iliad knows only the horses of the warriors or
the bulls and sheep of the sacrifices, thus animals that are only what
they are. Comparisons with animals—with the eagle, the mountain
lion—are indispensable to the poem’s intent, but in reality the poem
knows only humans and gods. One would have to say this is a great sim-
plification in comparison with other mythologies or even non-Homeric
Greek mythology.

And since the gods are moved by the same motives as humans, one is
tempted to recognize another, and ultimate simplification: there would
only be humans. But no. If humans and gods resemble one another to
the point of being indistinguishable at times, often by their behavior,
there is a difference between them that nothing can attenuate or obliter-
ate, a difference that runs through the poem and gives it its extraordi-
nary tension. This obvious difference is that humans are mortal while
the gods are immortal. Homer did not discover that humans are mortal,
but the Iliad is throughout, so to speak, a confrontation with mortality as
there was never before and will hardly be after. The proof is that as “he-
roic” and “aristocratic” as the world of the Iliad is, death, or the threat
of death, equalizes all mortals, including the greatest of all, the son of an
immortal, Achilles, who confronted the alternative of a long happy life
without glory or an early, but glorious, death.

One further remark to echo the “logical” considerations I presented
above. Not only are humans mortal (adjective) but they are the mortals
(substantive). To say brotos is at the same time to say “mortal” and “hu-
man.”® Thus, in the mind-set prior to definitions, mortal is the “defini-
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tion” of the human, or rather the “disjunction” by which the human is
designated in contradistinction to the gods. Now, once the system of
definition is established, philosophy will not keep the designation “mor-
tal” to capture what is proper to humans. What is proper to humans will
be sought in the intellectual faculty, and Aristotle will fix the definition
of humans with which, in spite of all the shifts and transformations it
has undergone, we still live: the human is a rational animal (which in-
cludes political animal). One can see how the philosophical definition
refurbishes the Homeric disjunction: the intellectual faculty tends to fill
the gap between humans and gods since it naturally looks to what does
not change, what is eternal—“natures,” “essences,” “ideas”—and as such
is “divine.” Over the ravine or the “dark valley” of death stretches the
bridge of the intellectual grasp of the eternal order, the bridge of reason
that for philosophy is the only thing that is truly “divine.” But if reason
is divine, or points toward the divine, what is its starting point, on what
does it rest, what pole opposite the divine does it join to the divine? The
animal, of course. Philosophy revives this element of the mythological
tripartition that Homer had left behind, and it can do so without risk
since the definition, particularly the definition according to common
genus—animal—and specific difference—rational, political—makes it
impossible to restore the circle of metamorphoses.

However summary these remarks may be, they find striking confirma-
tion, it seems to me, in the later development of modern philosophy. The
philosophers who place death at the center of their approach to the hu-
man phenomenon always end up privileging poetry and metaphors over
philosophy and definitions. This can be verified in authors as different as
Montaigne and Heidegger. It is, in short, Homer’s revenge.

The Iliad

If we now consider the Iliad as a whole, what shall we say? How shall
we define this work from before the age of definitions? Simone Weil’s
answer is that the Iliad is “the poem of force.” This can be our starting
point.

Simone Weil’s text begins as follows: “The true hero, the true subject,
the center of the Iliad is force. Force employed by man, force that en-
slaves man, force before which man’s flesh shrinks away. In this work, at
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all times, the human spirit is shown as modified by its relations with force,
as swept away, blinded by the force it imagined it could handle, as de-
formed by the weight of the force it submits to.” This is an impressive
and exact characterization of the poem. It is also partial, and what fol-
lows only deepens this partiality. A few lines later we read: “To define
force—it is that x that turns anybody who is subjected to it into a thing.”
This is no longer altogether exact. And as the text continues, Simone Weil
will give us yet again a profound, but partial or unilateral, view of the
Iliad, where humans are but the victims of force—victims of force be-
cause they are blinded by it: “By its very blindness, destiny established a
kind of justice. Blind also is she who decrees to warriors punishment in
kind. He that takes the sword will perish by the sword. The Iliad formu-
lated the principle long before the Gospels did, and in almost the same
terms: ‘Ares is just, and kills those who kill’” (13). Under the sway of
force, a moderate use of force is, so to speak, impossible: “A moderate
use of force, which alone would enable man to escape being enmeshed
in its machinery, would require superhuman virtue, which is as rare as
dignity in weakness” (19). Simone Weil adds lucidly: “Moreover, moder-
ation itself is not without its perils, since prestige from which force de-
rives at least three quarters of its strength, rests principally upon that
marvelous indifference that the strong feel toward the weak, an indiffer-
ence so contagious that it infects the very people who are the objects of
it” (19). Whence the sort of theorem with which Simone Weil sums up
her thought: “Such is the nature of force. Its power of converting a man
into a thing is a double one, and in its application double-edged. To the
same degree, though in different fashions, those who use it and those
who endure it are turned to stone” (25).

One understands that humans cannot free themselves from such an
empire of force, and that they become obstinate and entrenched in the
ways of war to the point of exhaustion. This is how Simone Weil explains
the duration of the Trojan War: “But actually what is Helen to Ulysses?
What indeed is Troy, full of riches that will not compensate him for
Ithaca’s ruin? For the Greeks, Troy and Helen are in reality mere sources
of blood and tears; to master them is to master frightful memories” (23).
Explaining the duration of the Trojan War by its very weight is certainly
too general; it is in any case obviously colored by the recent experience

of the Great War:
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Regularly, every morning, the soul castrates itself of aspiration, for thought
cannot journey through time without meeting death on the way. Thus war
effaces all conceptions of purpose or goal, including even its own “war aims.”
It effaces the very notion of a war’s being brought to an end. To be outside a
situation so violent as this is to find it inconceivable; to be inside it is to be
unable to conceive its end. Consequently, nobody does anything to bring this
end about. In the presence of an armed enemy, what hand can relinquish its
weapon? The mind ought to find a way out, but the mind has lost all capac-
ity to so much as look outward. The mind is completely absorbed in doing
itself violence. Always in human life whether war or slavery is in question,
intolerable sufferings continue, as it were, by the force of their own specific
gravity, and so look to the outsider as though they have deprived the sufferer
of the resources which ought to serve to extricate him. (22)

We ought to envisage an explanation that is not essentially different but
that is more specific. Despite the unilateral character of her thought, Sim-
one Weil grasps certain fundamental aspects of the Iliad in a very fitting
and striking way:

However, such a heaping-up of violent deeds would have a frigid effect,
were it not for the note of incurable bitterness that continually makes itself
heard, though often only a single word marks its presence, often a mere
stroke of the verse, or a run-on line. It is in this that the Iliad is absolutely
unique, in this bitterness that proceeds from tenderness and that spreads
over the whole human race, impartial as sunlight. Never does the tone lose
its coloring of bitterness; yet never does the bitterness drop into lamenta-
tion. Justice and love, which have hardly any place in this study of extreme
and of unjust acts of violence, nevertheless bathe the work in their light
without ever becoming noticeable themselves, except as a kind of accent.
Nothing precious is scorned, whether or not death is its destiny; everyone’s
unhappiness is laid bare without dissimulation or disdain; so man is set
above or below the condition common to all men; whatever is destroyed is
regretted. Victors and vanquished are brought equally near us; under the
same head, both are seen as counterparts of the poet, and the listener as
well. If there is any difference, it is that the enemy’s misfortunes are possi-
bly more sharply felt. (29-30)

Thus the supreme charm and virtue of the Iliad reside in its “extraordi-
nary sense of equity,” of which “there may be, unknown to us, other
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expressions . . . ; certainly it has not been imitated. One is barely aware
that the poet is a Greek and not a Trojan” (32).

On this point, one has to agree with Simone Weil but also correct or
complete her. There is no doubt that the “humanity” of the Trojans, as
we would say today, is recognized by the poet as equal to that of the
Achaeans. The image of the Trojans seems even more likeable than that
of the Greeks, more completely “human,” if only because of the pres-
ence of attractive or touching female figures—Helen (Trojan despite
herself), Andromache, Hecuba. If readers retain only one scene of the II-
iad, it is always Hector’s farewell to Andromache. And Hector has al-
ways been more “popular” than Achilles. Although this is important,
nonetheless there is no doubt that the Greeks are presented as superior
to the Trojans, something that is yet more important, since it is a win-
dow onto the first self-awareness of the Greeks. In what sense are they
“superior”? Don’t we know that civilizations are equal and beyond com-
parison, that there is no common measure, no objective criterion that al-
lows civilizations or “cultures” to be compared and classified? Well, even
so, Homer does not hesitate to provide us with both the classification
and the criterion.

I cannot deal with the matter of animal comparisons—for example, of
the Greeks to bees, the Trojans to grasshoppers—that are nonetheless
always so interesting in Homer. I will limit myself to a few points that
seem to me fundamental.

Perhaps one ought to begin with the fact that the Achaeans, unlike the
Trojans, are capable of silence (3.79; 4.105). Not only do they go into
combat in silence, but they are able to keep silent to listen to the propos-
als and arguments of their leaders, when everything should incite them
to abandon themselves to noisome agitation, as is emphasized in book 2.
This capacity for silence, which is the capacity for listening, allows not
only for better military discipline, to be sure, but also more generally for
more rational deliberation.

It is worth remarking that although this capacity for silence is the
means of maintaining military discipline, it is not its result or effect. The
silence of the Achaeans, in military actions as in councils, is not imposed
upon them, but is a demeanor that is freely adopted as both the most
useful and the most noble. The proof is that furthermore the Greeks
express their emotions freely and publicly, while such expressions are
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severely controlled at Troy. The great Priam does not permit lamenting
at funerals (7.494).

Another aspect of the Achaeans’ capacity for superior collective ac-
tion resides in the felicitous relationship between individual interactions
and common action. This harmony rests on the role of aidés, the senti-
ment of shame or honor before one’s companions. There is nothing
“holistic” in the Greek expeditionary corps. It has no idea of the fusion
of the individual in the group. The common energy is the result of the
affects that flow from companion to companion. When at the beginning
of book 3 the Achaeans advance in silence against the Trojans, their
hearts are on fire to help one another (3.9). And in book 5, the supreme
leader, Agamemnon, calls upon the warriors—his philoi—to be men—
“aneres este”—not by devoting themselves to the whole, the collec-
tive corps, but by experiencing shame before one another—“allelous
t’aideisthe.” This is because when warriors have a sense of shame—
“aidomendén d’andron”—many more among them survive than are
killed (5.610-614).

These moral dispositions are particularly salutary when the warriors
beat a retreat or are on the defensive, for that is when it is vital for each
one to take care of his companions (whereas the instinct for preserva-
tion enjoins him to think only of himself). The Achaeans know well how
to place themselves in a defensive position by joining their shields and
arraying their spears. They often exert every effort to come to each oth-
er’s aid and even to preserve a companion’s corpse from the abuses of
the enemy. In book 17, Homer describes at length the admirable efforts
of the Greeks (and in particular Menelaus, who is certainly not the most
“heroic” among these “heroes”) to protect the corpse of Patroclus.

This superiority of the Greeks not only reveals itself in collective ac-
tion, but shines even more in individual action, when the protagonists
are no longer protected by the group. This is seen in a particular way in
the wonderful book r1o, the Doloneia, that certain commentators inex-
plicably consider an adventitious episode posterior to the rest of the
poem. In the Doloneia Homer sets up a contrast between two symmetri-
cal and simultaneous nocturnal spy operations in which Diomedes and
Odysseus on the Greek side and Dolon on the Trojan side engage in re-
connaissance missions behind enemy lines. Diomedes, who is probably
the purest hero among the Achaeans, volunteers, but suggests that a
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companion join him, not out of fear but to ensure the success of the mis-
sion. As heroic and swept up in emotion as he is, Diomedes is equally
prudent, or, as we might say today, professional. This is not the case
with poor Dolon, his Trojan counterpart. He is certainly courageous,
or at least ardent and desirous of distinguishing himself, and also of
winning the reward promised by Hector. But he goes off rashly and alone
into the night. Diomedes and Odysseus will easily make short work of
him.

It should be noted that Homer takes pains to sketch the portrait of the
unfortunate Dolon. He is a rich young man, a swift runner, but uncomely
in appearance: “eidos kakos.” We would say, in the terms of magazine
psychology, that he is the rather conceited young man of means with a
need to compensate for his ugliness. But the most important trait per-
haps is that he is an only son with five sisters. In other words, he is a boy
who is superlatively spoiled by his mother and sisters, spoiled by women.

I believe that Homer here is suggesting something that goes well be-
yond Dolon himself. His character defects and Hector’s almost unbeliev-
able imprudence in placing such a delicate mission in such inexperienced
hands are both indications of how weak the Trojans are in relation to
the Achaeans. I am tempted to say that the Trojans remain tangled up in
the familial and sexual order. In a sort of short circuit, the Doloneia epi-
sode meets up with the central theme of the poem, the battle over Helen
and for Helen.

There is no question of considering here this theme for its own sake,
of inquiring into the “causes of the Trojan War,” but simply of showing
that at least in some part, but an important and perhaps decisive part,
the war stems from the asymmetry of Greek and Trojan civilization, and
first of all from the asymmetry regarding familial and sexual order. To
put it in the simplest terms, this war is absurd since the Trojans, being
decent people, should long ago have returned to Menelaus his rightful
queen and his stolen treasures. It is clear as day to all eyes, and first of all
to the Trojans, that Paris, in taking Helen and Menelaus’s treasures, vio-
lated the law of nations, in this case the most sacred laws of hospitality.
The Trojans, first among them Paris’s own brother Hector, despise and
condemn this disastrous playboy. Helen herself, so decent, so modest, so
ashamed of the whole story, is not far from thinking the same thing, but
she is a slave of the sexual dependence that she hates (3.460-478). 1 do
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not believe that book 3 can be interpreted as a celebration of Eros even
if Paris asks his brother not to insult Aphrodite (3.77-79), even if the
Trojan elders, dumbfounded by the beauty of Helen on the ramparts,
seem to consent to a war waged for the possession of such a beauty.!?
The Trojans offer us the spectacle of a chain slavery. The noble city of
Ilion, Tlion of the broad streets, Ilion beaten by winds, is subject to its
royal family, to Priam and his fifty sons. These Trojan rulers are them-
selves subject, despite themselves, to the least worthy among them, to
Paris, the smug youth with the handsome curls. And Paris himself, who
is not really a bad person, is despite himself subject, as we have just said,
to an irresistible sexual attraction. A chain of weaknesses, running
the familial and sexual gamut, links the destiny of Troy to an erotic
adventure without illusion and without nobility. One could say that
the human chain is here the prisoner of its weakest link. The whole is
held captive by its least loyal member, the one that is most indifferent
to the fate of the whole. And our sympathy for the “endearing” human-
ity of the Trojans stems from the weakness we ourselves have for this
weakness.

Let us now compare the relation between Paris and Helen, his illegiti-
mate possession, to that between Achilles and Briseis, his legitimate pos-
session. One cannot imagine a more striking contrast. As we have just
seen, Paris is incapable of giving up Helen, and Troy neither can nor
wants to impose on him this surrender, which nonetheless would save
the city and its inhabitants. On the contrary, Achilles, proud Achilles, the
son of a goddess who makes himself equal to the gods, the most hand-
some and the mightiest of the Achaeans, at the command of Agamem-
non, hands over to him Briseis, his legitimate captive whom he loves and
by whom he is loved in return. To be sure, Agamemnon’s demand arouses
Achilles’s terrible wrath, the immense sulk that with all its consequences
is the subject of the Iliad. But if Achilles does not accept the injustice
done to him and is prepared to ruin his companions to avenge it, he ac-
cepts being parted from Briseis because it is the order of his legitimate
leader. He accepts this physical separation with a kind of ease (1.390—
415), an almost incomprehensible ease if one considers the unquenchable
wrath he has begun to experience. In brief, to go right to the conclusion I
have tried to suggest, Troy stands for the familial and sexual dependence
from which the Achaeans are freed. Troy, with all its endearing humanity,
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means the slope toward passivity and the power of bodily proximity
while the camp of the Achaeans, with all its repugnant brutality, repre-
sents the tense movement toward activity and the power of spiritual
distance.

I have just spoken of the camp of the Achaeans. It is not a city as such.
The only city in the Iliad would be the one that gives its name to the
poem, Ilion. But it has in it nothing of a city in the classical and political
meaning of the term, governed as it is by a king and innumerable princes,
his sons. The Achaeans could appear to be but an expeditionary corps.
In reality they are more and something other, just as their camp is more
and something other than a camp or military base. Homer gives many
precise indications of the spatial layout of men, ships, and installations.
The Achaeans have even built for themselves a rampart that one crosses
through enormous doors. Moreover, they do not seem to have any difficul-
ties with supplies: wine and fat oxen are available in abundance for liba-
tions and sacrifices to the gods as well as for the feeding and refreshment
of the men. These men who have settled along the coast of the “wine-dark
sea” for nine years now seem to have attained self-sufficiency. They are not
an army properly speaking, but a complete warrior society, with its politi-
cal leaders, its “princes,” who are equally its military leaders. It has a very
marked but also very complex hierarchy about which Homer instructs us
as he makes it live before our eyes. This gathering of the flower of the
Achaean kingdoms, this extraction of their quintessence, fashioned by cir-
cumstances, does not constitute a city as such. But one can recognize in it a
heroic or aristocratic republic, this republic of quarrelsome persuasion that
is the invention of Greece and whose virtues democracy will spread and
develop. In short, the camp of the Achaeans, the city “in speech” whose
founder is Homer, was the common mother of the “real” Greek cities.

The Hero, War, and Death

The life of this city is limited to war, and, one can add, to the sort of di-
plomacy that war implies (truces, embassies, etc.); it is limited to exter-
nal action. These warriors are away from home and devote themselves
exclusively to external action, to an aspect of politics, one is tempted to
say, and perhaps not the most interesting aspect. After all, it will be of
little interest to the philosophers. Plato and Aristotle have little to say
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about war and foreign policy; they tend to recommend that the city’s
external relations be kept to a minimum. But in barbarian times politics
and war are one and the same; the progress of civilization is measured
by the progress of the arts of peace and the development of internal poli-
tics. Even Rousseau, the enemy of modern civilization and promoter of
ancient virtue, will praise a Geneva where if citizens are trained for the
use of arms it is more for the beauty of the deed than for a real military
need, “rather to maintain in them that warlike ardor and that spiritual
courage which suit freedom so well and whet the appetite for it, rather
than from the necessity to provide for their own defense.”!! External war
returns to absorb all the energies only at the decline of civilization, in the
case of Greece at the time of the Peloponnesian War of which Thucydides
writes. From this perspective, one would say that Homer’s poetry de-
scribes the city before the city, whereas Thucydides’s history describes, if
not the city after the city, at least the city on the way to destroying itself.

This civilized and enlightened point of view is in turn partial. It over-
looks the meaning and the import of Homeric war. As we have already
suggested, war is the condition and the consequence of the self-discovery
of “mortals.” That is why the Iliad, while it speaks of nothing but war,
nonetheless says everything about human life, or at least considers it in
its entirety. Condition and consequence: this means that war produces
the discovery of the self as mortal, which in turn produces war. How can
this be? In war, death appears as the greatest possibility of human life
since war holds for every man both the greatest possible action—inflicting
death on the enemy—and the greatest possible passion—suffering death.
And the true life, which is here the noble life, the heroic life, consists in
constantly standing on the cutting edge of this twofold possibility.

In Homer there is no embellishment or dulling of death whatsoever.
Death is never accompanied nor followed by any consolation, only the
poet’s recalling the irreparable loss it signifies for everyone. The value of
ordinary life, the sweetness of peace, are recognized and stand out as
even more attractive and desirable, in contrast with the atrocity of a war-
rior’s rage. Homeric poetry does not present any artificial or complacent
heroicizing of human life, but lets each aspect of the human phenome-
non have its place, its integrity, and its breadth.

At the end of the poem, Achilles has no living interlocutor. He is no lon-
ger concerned with anyone living, but with two corpses, those of Hector
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and Patroclus, Hector the enemy and Patroclus the friend, the brother, the
other self. Hector’s corpse represents Achilles’s greatest feat—dealing death
to the one who is Troy’s pillar of strength; Patroclus’s corpse represents
Achilles’s greatest passion—receiving death, Achilles’s own since Patroclus
is another self, and his death heralds the coming death of Achilles and is
already as it were melded together with it. For days on end Achilles deals
with Hector’s corpse as he dealt with Hector while he was living. He in-
jures him, does violence to him, and insults him until Priam’s visit and
supplications bring him to accept that Hector’s corpse will receive at
Troy the rites and honors that Achilles rendered to the corpse of Patro-
clus in the Greek camp. The death of Patroclus will haunt him painfully
until his own death, which, once again, is melded together with it.

The ending of the Iliad is extraordinarily powerful emotionally, but it
also has a complex and precise design. One must not lose sight of this
complexity and precision by giving way to emotion, by giving the last
two books, particularly the last, a sentimental interpretation. Priam’s
visit to Achilles, Achilles’s agreeing to let the old king bring Hector’s
corpse to Troy for burial rites, the corpse that he had abused without
end and meant to abandon to the dogs and vultures; these have nothing
to do with the hitherto irreconcilable enemies discovering their common
humanity in a flow of emotion that envelops the reader or hearer. Our
emotion is irresistible, and as such it is legitimate, but it is not shared by
the two protagonists, who do not forget their enmity for a single mo-
ment, even if Achilles—sensitive to the likeness in age and condition
between his own father, Peleus, whom he will not see again, and Priam,
who dares to come before him—takes the aged Trojan under his protec-
tion. In truth, if there is emotion or passion in the soul of Achilles, it is
always his wrath toward Hector and the Trojans, which would take
little to rekindle at the expense of Priam’s life and that will be unleashed
anew, we know without any doubt, once Hector’s funeral is over. Achil-
les has changed. Indeed, he is able to keep his wrath at bay and be moti-
vated by something else. By what? Not by compassion or humanity, as
we have just said, even if keeping his wrath under control allows for
deeds and actions that among us would reveal compassion and human-
ity. One would have to answer that it is by his reason, by which is meant
the more complete awareness he has gained of his mortality, and in gen-
eral of the fact that men are mortal.
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Let us then consider more precisely Achilles’s relation to the corpses
of Hector and Patroclus. He subjects them to opposite treatments, heap-
ing abuses on the first and honors on the second, or on his ashes. These
are opposite treatments, but they are equally monstrous in relentlessness
and excess. Every time he thinks of the death of Patroclus, he drags the
corpse of Hector behind the chariot to which he has tied it. On his
friend’s funeral pyre he massacres twelve young Trojans he had taken
prisoner for this express purpose. But his monstrous behavior is at the
same time “natural.” Achilles is merely obstinately extending his hatred
and his love, abusing the corpse of Hector and venerating Patroclus’s. He
multiplies deeds and words over human forms that are now only immobile
and silent. This contrast between love and hate contributes powerfully to
an impression of monstrosity, but it does not mean that Achilles is a mon-
ster, only that he has not grasped that Patroclus and Hector alike are dead.

It is not enough then to be ready to kill and ready to die. That twofold
disposition leads simply to Achilles’s heroic or monstrous fits of anger if
it is not completed by another disposition, one that is difficult to define
and that I would approach in the following way. Every human being can
kill; he can also expose himself to death, sacrifice himself. These are, one
could say, the two supreme human actions. But no human being can bury
himself or, once dead, care for himself.'? The two supreme actions of the
warrior, the hero, have a limit. As courageous as he is, something is be-
yond his grasp. Something remains, the corpse. The self-sufficiency of
the hero, the driving force of his pride and the motive of his glory, is in-
complete. Something confounds or contradicts his self-sufficiency, and
that is the hero’s corpse. Nothing less is needed than the corpse of his
worst enemy along with that of his closest friend, his brother, and the
visit of Priam that in some way gives this twofold death its meaning for
the hero par excellence to become aware of this limit, of his limit. It is
thus necessary that words and gestures accompany the one who can no
longer speak and move himself: burial rites. Achilles of course had sur-
rounded the corpse of Patroclus with many and grandiose rites. But that
was an extension of his heroic actions; he was extending himself, ex-
tending his being (on the funeral pyre of Patroclus, he was still killing
Trojans). He did not want to recognize the death of Patroclus. And, to be
sure, he sets himself against the corpse of Hector—he does not stop kill-
ing him; he goes on killing him; he refuses to recognize his death. It is
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only when he is willing to abandon his enemy’s corpse that he suspends
the movement of his heroic life and recognizes the limits of his force and
courage, even of his glory, and thus recognizes death for what it is, that
he recognizes that he is mortal. Being fully ready to die (as Achilles is
just after he has killed Hector) does not suffice for one to recognize that
one is mortal. It is not really different from being ready to kill. One still
remains a monstrous hero. It is only when one recognizes that honor is
due to all corpses, including those of the enemies, that one is at last a
man. Achilles, the son of a goddess and a mortal, was born a hero. He
lived as a hero. At the end of the Iliad, as his death nears, he has com-
pleted his education, his education in humanity. He has become a man;
he is at last a mortal.!?

The Greeks were greatly concerned with the rites meant to honor sol-
diers fallen in battle, at times to the detriment of military effectiveness,
as the aftermath of the Arginusae affair shows. There is a tension be-
tween the well-being of the city and the care due to the corpses of the
city’s defenders. In instructing the citizens on the limits of the city, Homer,
the educator of the Greeks, risks putting the city in danger. Enlightened
statesmen, concerned with the city’s well-being, will make efforts to free it
from Homer’s authority. Shortly after saying that his city was the school
of Greece—“tés Ellados paideusen”—Pericles, in his funeral oration, de-
clares somewhat brutally, “we do not need the praises of a Homer.”!*
Athens had become its own poet, and Pericles’s proud speech celebrates
this achievement. Leo Strauss remarks that in this speech meant to honor
the war dead, Pericles avoids the words “death,” “die,” or “corpse”: “only
once does his Pericles speak in the Funeral Speech of death and then only
in the expression ‘unfelt death,’ ‘anaisthetos thanatos.’” >

By his awareness of mortality, by the way he arouses awareness of
mortality, Homer differs not only from Pericles but also from Pericles’s
great critic, Socrates. Socrates himself, in the Apology, compares himself
to Achilles, to one who thought little of death when it came to doing an
honorable deed (28b-d). And in the Phaedo the death of Socrates ap-
pears as a death without trouble or pain, and that leaves behind no
corpse, so to speak. His last words are not about the care due to his re-
mains, but about the cock he owes to Asclepius. The hero of philosophy,
the new Achilles, is only a soul that is indifferent to his mortal body,
a soul that does not cease to reason and to speak until the moment of
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death. Then his disciples remember his words and thoughts, repeat
them, extend them. The Socratic hero, unlike the Homeric hero, leads a
life that, I dare say, leaves behind no remains. His body dissolves in his
words.

To be sure, the image of Socrates drinking the hemlock and talking
serenely with his distressed disciples is a representation of death that has
certainly and profoundly marked the European spirit, more even than
the image of Hector dragged by Achilles beneath the walls of Troy. But
the representation of death that is the most widespread in the West—let
us not say the most influential; we know nothing of that—is not the im-
age of the old philosopher or of the young warrior dying or dead. It is
nevertheless the image of a young man dying or dead. It is in no way our
subject, but it is impossible here not to point out that, unlike Greek phi-
losophy, the Gospels, like the Iliad, culminate in the death of a young
man. [ will limit myself to just one remark. Jesus is both Patroclus and
Hector. More precisely, in the Christian representation, Jesus is for each
person what Hector and Patroclus are for Achilles: the enemy he has
pierced with blows and the friend, the brother, who was pierced with
blows for him.'® This is where I would see the paradoxical proximity
between Homer and the Gospels, as much as or more than in the impar-
tial and pure appreciation of human misery where Simone Weil sees it.!”

Now I would like to take up a more general inquiry concerning war and
heroism. Not only the Greek tradition but nearly all human traditions
begin with an epic, a heroic poem, peopled with splendid warriors. Why
is this? This is a question that is not often raised because we think it
need not be raised. We are, on this point as on many others, spontane-
ously progressive, and thus, since these warrior beginnings have given
way to political and moral forms that appear to us more satisfying, more
reasonable, more humane, we are hardly motivated to inquire into the
human meaning of heroic beginnings. We willingly qualify them as prim-
itive, or even barbaric.'® The standard and almost universal progressive
perspective sees humanity developing along an axis that leads from the
age of the warrior to the epoch of commerce. Benjamin Constant
expressed this idea in a way that is striking by its synthetic brevity, and
also, if I may say so, by its revealing naiveté:
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We have finally reached the age of commerce, an age which must necessar-
ily replace that of war, as the age of war was found to precede it. War and
commerce are only different means to achieve the same end of possessing
what is desired. Commerce is simply a tribute paid to the strength of the
possessor by the aspirant to possession. It is an attempt to obtain by mu-
tual agreement what one can no longer hope to obtain through violence. A
man who was always the stronger would never conceive the idea of com-
merce. It is experience, by proving to him that war, that is, the use of his
strength against the strength of others, is open to a variety of obstacles and
defeats, that leads him to resort to commerce, that is, to a milder and surer
means of getting the interests of others to agree with his own.

War then comes before commerce. The former is all savage impulse, the
latter civilized calculation.!

I have on other occasions analyzed this text that is so revealing of the
self-awareness of the society of commerce that is ours. I will focus here
on just one point. Human things are complex, obscure, and legitimately
give rise to uncertainty and doubt, but if there is one thesis on human
things that has no chance of being true, it is Constant’s thesis on war.
Let us admit that there is at bottom no difference between the intent to
seize something by doing violence to its owner and that of obtaining it by
freely given consent, since it is in both cases a matter of possessing what is
desired. But there is no place in Constant’s definition for the desire to
prevail over someone considered an enemy, to beat him and rejoice in
the honor or glory of victory. By making war simply a means to possess
what one desires, Constant forgets that war is also desired for its own
sake, that it can itself be the object of desire because it is only in war that
certain human dispositions find their expression and that certain human
experiences can be had.

War is a form of human conduct that is too common not to have a
specific, proper meaning all its own. If war, with all the frightening woes
that come with it, had no meaning for humans, no desirable, at times
even irresistible, meaning, I dare say very simply that they would not
make war, that they would even be altogether unaware of it. In speaking
of the human meaning of war, I do not have in mind any philosophy of
history, any justification for war that would lead us to conclude that at
the end of the day, all things considered, war is not an evil, that it is even
perhaps a good. The human meaning of war resides very simply in what
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takes place in the soul of the one who wages war. What takes place there?
Well, in varying degrees and modes, it is what takes place in the soul of
Achilles, which Homer has made it possible for us to perceive. Let us
return to that briefly.

As T have said, in war death appears as the greatest possibility of hu-
man life, since war holds for each man both the greatest possible human
action (the “greatest” in the sense of “producing the greatest effects”),
inflicting death, and the greatest possible passion, suffering death. The
true life then can only be the noble life, the heroic life that consists in
constantly standing on the cutting edge of this twofold possibility. This
greatest of possibilities cannot but have the greatest power over the soul.
If death—death received and given—is the most extreme possibility of
life, then true life, the life that is most fully alive, is the life under the
spell of death, the life of the warrior, the heroic life.

There is, of course, a difficulty in this that even seems to be a contra-
diction: heroes die young. The highest possibility in life coincides with
the greatest threat to life and finally with the destruction of life, of the
liveliest life, of the young life. There is something awry in heroism.

That something is awry in heroism is just what we Moderns think.
Indeed, a good definition of modern people might be that they are ones
who have seen through the contradiction in heroism and do not let them-
selves be taken in by heroes. Heroism rests in some way on an erroneous
interpretation of the extreme possibility of human life that is death.
Death is indeed the extreme possibility of life. On this point the heroes
and the poets who sing of them are not mistaken. But death reveals itself
to the soul in the experience of fear, of the greatest fear, the fear of vio-
lent death at the hands of others, the passion of the soul before which all
the other passions and dispositions pale. This is the diagnosis of Hobbes,
who also provides the remedy for the sickness of human life. People
must organize themselves by recognizing that they fear death and by
taking their bearing from this fear. For Hobbes, life, true life, does not
consist in confronting death heroically, not even simply with courage. It
is on the contrary a flight from death or a race against death, and the
good political institution, the good city, is the one that recognizes and
preserves this true nature of life, that not only protects life but also the
capacity of life to find on its own the best ways to protect itself. It rests
on the protector of life, property, and liberty, which is our State.
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It should be noted that if Hobbes turns heroism on its head, so to
speak, he places himself on the same terrain as heroism. The nub of his
argument is not about the protection of life in general, or even the fear
of death in general, but about the fear of violent death at the hands of
others. He gives a voice of some kind to the victims of Achilles by rebuff-
ing those who fancy themselves as Achilles and whom the Book of Job
calls “the children of pride.” The Hobbesian State carries out an impla-
cable critique of heroism and heroes. It brings heroes, or those who as-
pire to be heroes, into line.

The Hobbesian State has prevailed over heroes. The modern State has
prevailed over warrior aristocracies in such a complete way that Con-
stant’s thesis, at least in its descriptive part, appears to be beyond doubt.
It is the case that we have gone from being a military society to a com-
mercial society, from a heroic society to a human society, and that we
are satisfied and, so to speak, relieved with the change. At the same time,
war and heroes, those “anachronisms” according to Constant, are still
with us, not only in the warlike outbreaks that punctuate the history of
modern political bodies, but also in the chronic dissatisfaction of demo-
cratic societies, in the muted and ongoing revolt against the tedium of
bourgeois peace. Were not this dissatisfaction and revolt in part sparked
and sustained by images of ancient heroism, by the Greek and Latin au-
thors against whose influence Hobbes so keenly warned us? Contrary to
Constant’s assertions, the quarrel between heroes and people has not
been decisively settled.

The problem could be formulated in the following way. Humanism
does not succeed in establishing itself firmly, quietly, and decisively on
the human plane as it demands and claims, on the plane that is wholly
human and nothing but human, and where heroes would be truly for-
gotten because they would no longer have any meaning or attraction. In
an emblematic way, Montaigne, who is the most consistent humanist
because he is the most merciless destroyer of all human attempts to flee
oneself by rising above oneself, could not do without Cato, who shows
him all that human nature is capable of, to what height it can rise. To
grasp his own humanity, Montaigne must elaborate his moderation, or
mediocrity, in the light of Cato’s excess and excellence. To attain his
“nonchalance,” he needs to keep his eyes fixed on the tension of Cato,
who is “always mounted on his high horse.”
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The limits of humanism can be seen in social and political life. The
quarrel of people and heroes is coextensive with our history, even if they
are at times hard to recognize beneath their metamorphoses. Their polar-
ity remains active even in the low tides of history seemingly peopled
only with satisfied men.

Let us attempt to illustrate this in concrete historical and political
terms. One could say that the matrix or the first form of European life is
the “heroic republic” constituted by a small number of “noble” or “good”
or “excellent” people, and a great number of “nameless” or “bad” or
“good for nothing” people—of a small number of the “more than hu-
man” and a great number of the “less than human” or “less than nothing.”
It is hard to speak here of a city; in Plato’s terms, one can say there are
here two cities forever at war with one another. At times even, the “few”
swear unending hatred for the masses. The heroic republic rests on war
of a particular kind. The city of Sparta waged chronic war against sub-
ject peoples, Helots or Messenians. Part of the civic education of young
Spartans consisted of carrying out punitive expeditions against the poor
wretches.

What we call “class struggle” is but the pale remnant of this war, re-
duced to the rivalry of interests between the rich and the poor. It is a
war, or a struggle, that now takes place simply among people. Yet the
heroic matrix lies beneath the surface. Marx reactivated it with marvel-
ous ingenuity. He reversed the dialectic of people and heroes. The prole-
tarians who are but people, and moreover people deprived of all the
goods that make life human, who are so to speak “deprived of human-
ity,” are for that very reason in a position to recover for themselves and
for others the fullness of humanity, a humanity incomparably fuller than
what they could until then have experienced. Being less than human, the
proletarians for that very reason can become more than human. They
are the heroes. Marxism prolonged or revived a heroic horizon that was
a great principle of strength and prestige for communism.

Politicization and Pacification

I now return to the original city, the city before the city, or the heroic re-
public, which I call a “republic” by anticipation, since the group of he-
roes has no idea of the “public thing.” Yet it is from that group that it
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will be born. Christian Meier reckons that the virtues proper to the Greek
city derive from the fact that the city achieved the immediate and direct
participation of the many in the aristocratic “values” of the few without
the precondition or mediation of the State.?’ Warfare between heroes and
people gives way to people’s participation in the heroic life, not without
conflict, but without any need to have prior recourse to the peacemaking
of the State. The Greek city is the result or the process itself of this trans-
formation. This politicization of the original warfare, this participation of
the many in the heroic life of the few without the pacifying intervention of
the One, is an extraordinary and truly unique phenomenon.?!

What did this transformation consist of more precisely? How was this
war domesticated? Political philosophy, in particular Aristotle’s, offers a
very convincing interpretation, if not of the process, in any case of its
result, which is political life. We will soon say more about this interpre-
tation.?? Let it suffice to say here that Aristotle shows us the transforma-
tion of the war between two groups that have nothing in common but
their mutual hatred into the conflicting confrontation of their respective
claims to govern the city—the same city that they now share. These
claims are of course incompatible and in this sense the condition of war
persists, but the parties work to find a method for adjudicating these in-
compatible claims, for evaluating them according to a common stan-
dard, which is precisely that of the common good. The process of adju-
dication and evaluation is what Aristotle calls political justice or “political
right.”?3 War gives way to political justice, which replaces it very advan-
tageously. But it is important not to forget that justice is something that
succeeds war.

We will better understand this transformation by considering the po-
larity between Sparta and Athens. Each has eminent claims to the glory
of being the Greek city par excellence. Sparta was that city to the extent
that it was the most typical, the most purely warlike city. It was continu-
ously at war not only externally, against the other Greek cities, but also,
as I have mentioned, internally, in the hidden war against subjected but
rebellious populations. As the Greek city par excellence, it prevailed over
Athens in the Peloponnesian War. As for Athens, it was, of all the Greek
cities, the one where internal war was the least bitter—the most visible
perhaps, but the least bitter—because it was the one where the people
took the greatest part in the life of the city.?* Its greater internal pacifica-
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tion and democratization gave Athens forces for external expansion that
were unknown elsewhere. Democratization and imperial expansion pro-
ceeded in Athens from the same movement, with tributes of the con-
quered cities making it possible to pay poor citizens to engage in their
tasks as citizens in political, judicial, or military offices. Athens was the
least warlike, in any case the least “military,” and nonetheless the most
powerful of the Greek cities for the same reason, because it was the most
political. It brought the politicization of the polis to its highest degree of
actualization.

As we pass from Sparta to Athens, the warrior trait of the few fades.
They tend to become “the rich.” They even often engage in commercial
activity, making Athens in a certain measure as much a commercial as a
warrior city, an exception that Montesquieu and Constant are glad to
recognize in the opposition they strike between ancient war and modern
commerce. But this is a late development, for, to speak in general terms,
the rich or the “owners” of heroic times had hardly any commercial
holdings. In reality a great part of their wealth bore no resemblance to
what we understand by that term. They indeed had lands but their titles
consisted of ancestral tombs, of religious shares. The few were mainly
proprietors of rites—funeral and marriage rites—while the many had
only the nakedness of their animal nature. The many were outside the
genos or order of “families,” as later the foreigner, “strictly speaking,”
will be a stranger to the city. Their first claims were not, it appears, to
goods or powers, but to the right to take part in burial or marriage rites,
about which, as we shall see, Vico has much to say.

In heroic times, among the possessions of the few must be counted all
those goods that come as spoils of war or plunder. Aristotle, although he
is the mildest of the Greek philosophers, still includes the art of war
among the natural arts of acquisition.?’ In heroic times, war is general,
but that does not mean the “war of all against all” according to Hobbes’s
characterization of the state of nature. The Hobbesian state of nature is
a state of violent nondifferentiation, where everyone threatens everyone,
where the weakest can always kill the strongest, and out of which no
order can emerge naturally. The only order that can be envisaged is a
deliberate, artificial, fabricated order. Taking stock equally and together
of their unbearable natural condition, the members of society elaborate
the political construct that will heal the evils of the state of nature. The
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political condition and the natural condition are both conditions of
equality. In the one, men are equally threatened; in the other, men—
citizens—are equally held to obey the sovereign maker of peace. In heroic
times, war does not give way to peace, war does not cease to reign, and
inequality also reigns. There is a first circle or active core, the group of
warriors, who are, to be sure, at war against the other groups of war-
riors, but also against their own dependents, against “the people” if you
wish—one could not say “their” people, since they perceive the people as
their enemy. They are also in latent war against one another within the
group, every man always ready to engage in a duel to get blood ven-
geance for any offense against his honor by one of his companions. These
are three kinds of war, but every joint of the heroic order is warlike.

It could be said that our political history consists for the most part of
the successive, though imperfect, pacification of the three kinds of war.
First, the pacification of the struggles for honor among noble warriors
by the leveling sovereign; then the metamorphoses and pacification of
class warfare between the few and the many. At the end of this twofold
process, the democratic nation-states are essentially pacified from within,
and war—more and more rare but more and more violent—is relegated
to the border that separates each nation from foreign ones. The phenom-
enon of the border becomes more and more significant; border separa-
tion becomes more and more marked at the same time as the distinction
between war and peace becomes more clear-cut, with peace being ever
more mild and war ever more violent. The progress and deepening of
peace and the aggravation or exacerbation of war paradoxically go
hand in hand. The more peace is the natural condition of the members
of society, the more war, when it breaks out, is violent, unlimited, un-
natural. Men are thrown without rules or direction into an element that
has become altogether foreign to them, and they are then liable to adopt
ways or fall into behaviors that would have seemed absurd or monstrous
to their ancestors of the warrior generations. It suffices to think of the
trenches of 1914, and of the type of war of which they were the setting
and expression. From the heroic to the bourgeois or democratic age, the
political process has made us leave behind a situation where war, with its
internal differences and under its three forms, was the natural way of life
for men, and thus entailed in general the rules and limits that go with this
condition—of course, since war necessarily entails the exaltation of some
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parts of the soul that are difficult to master once they are aroused, it nec-
essarily implies getting carried away, excess, gratuitous violence, cruelty—
Achilles. It has brought us to a situation where war has become com-
pletely foreign to normal life and is thus prone to becoming unlimited,
for which the First World War set the example.

With the “hyperbolic wars” of the twentieth century, to use Raymond
Aron’s expression, an extreme point was arrived at. It was impossible to
return to a “normal situation,” to war “as usual.” In Europe, the situa-
tion tipped toward what one is irresistibly tempted to call a hyperbolic
peace. There was no longer any enemy; borders were erased; and war
became “unthinkable.” It is of course an open question whether this hy-
perbolic peace will last.

Recent events in any case prove that war is still susceptible to taking
unprecedented forms. As it happens, they take us back to very ancient
forms of warfare, to private war—feud, Fehde—or to a mixture of pri-
vate and state war without precedent, the Afghan state, for example, be-
ing seized by the Taliban, who in their turn were bribed or co-opted by
bin Laden and Al-Qaeda.

Let us return to the border between internal and external that is also
the separation between war and peace. It will help to draw the form and,
so to speak, to find the rhythm of one of the principal articulations, per-
haps the principal one, of the human world. I will represent it by the
following two parallel series:

war external unknown nature world
peace internal known law city

It is not possible for me to comment on each polarity and so to fully
justify the parallelism. I count on the presentation’s power of suggestion.
A mental experience might provide, if not the proof, at least an argument
in favor of the solidarity or mutual dependence of the polarities. Let us
imagine that the movement toward pacification was to spread from Eu-
rope to the rest of the world and only peace without war would remain.
Then the external and the unknown, which would no longer pose a
threat, would join with the internal and the known. All people are tour-
ists for one another. To regulate their lives, they have only to take into
account the law, the internal law. No signal—no call or threat—comes to
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them from the outside since there is no longer, properly speaking, an
outside. We could say in other words that the city would merge with the
world. This very brief evocation of what a “world State” would entail
shows how several fundamental articulations of the human world are
intrinsically linked to the war-peace polarity, which in one sense com-
bines with the external-internal polarity and brings out by contrast the
“phenomenological” or “anthropological” coherence of the original or
heroic stage. While there would be only peace and the interior sense of
self in the world state, in the heroic age there tended to be only war and
external affects, especially the “glory” attached to “victory.”

One last but very important remark is in order. It can be seen that
philosophy, in revealing the distance between law and nature, the city
and the world, preserves or restores in the element of peace what war
brought to light but without understanding it.

The Greek Camp

I would like to conclude this lengthy Homeric journey by going back to
the beginning of the Iliad and briefly describing the sort of city that the
Greek camp constitutes. We shall see living outside the walls, in condi-
tions of external war, the same elements, or at least some of them, that
will animate the city within its walls, and this will help us to discern what
the Greek camp lacks to be truly a city.

Here is how the Iliad begins. Agamemnon has offended Chryses, the
priest of Apollo, by refusing to hand over the priest’s daughter, Chryseis,
although Chryses had come bearing an immense ransom and with the
god’s insignia in his hand. Apollo then sends plague to the camp of the
Achaeans. For nine days the epidemic rages. On the tenth day Achilles
calls the men to assemble. Calchas, the best of the diviners, after receiv-
ing from Achilles assurance of the safety of his life, explains to the as-
sembled Achaeans what the readers and hearers already know, that the
cause of the catastrophe resides in Agamemnon’s behavior.

Such is the starting point. The debate bears on the share that belongs
to each man, to which each man has a right, and here especially on
Agamemnon’s share. Chryseis was his portion of the plunder, and there-
fore, according to the mores and measures of the time, his legitimate
portion.
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It is not clear that justice required Agamemnon to hand her over to
her father when he came to claim her by bringing an enormous ransom,
even if the crowd of Achaeans was in favor of the transaction, moved as
it was by respect for the priest and greedy amazement at the size of the
ransom. The demand for justice may be imperious, but the law here is
vague. What can probably be said is that, even if Chryseis legitimately be-
longs to Agamemnon, he lacked respect for Apollo in refusing to hand
her over in exchange for ransom to her father, the priest of Apollo. Thus
what characterizes Agamemnon’s behavior here, like that of every hu-
man being, is an extreme and excessive attachment to what is his. (Of
course, the young captive, as a sign of glory, a portion of the plunder,
and an object of sexual possession, combines in her person the strongest
human attachments.) If Agamemnon has committed an injustice, it is
with regard to the gods. But what is the portion of the gods, their legiti-
mate portion? At the beginning of this whole immense affair there is un-
certainty regarding what to apportion to humans and what to gods.

Let us come back to the assembly. By identifying the causes of the evil,
Calchas has also pointed to the remedy, the only remedy. The girl must
be handed over to her father, without ransom and with a magnificent
sacrifice to Apollo. Upon hearing this, Agamemnon is furious, but he im-
mediately sees that he has no choice. At the same time that he empha-
sizes how strongly attached he is to Chryseis, he says he is ready to hand
her over for the people’s well-being. He thus makes known how willing
he is to sacrifice himself. But this sacrifice lasts only a very short time. At
the same time he hands over Chryseis to her father, as he lets her go
with one hand, with the other hand he takes another captive—at least
he asks for and demands her. He has a solid argument: he cannot
be alone among the Achaeans without his share of honor and plunder,
a share to which he has a right (the repetition of the word geras punc-
tuates Agamemnon’s speech). To repair a lack of respect toward
Apollo, a blatant injustice toward the chief of the Achaeans would be
committed.

The assembly clearly finds itself confronted with a very delicate prob-
lem of justice. Achilles, whose hostility and jealousy toward Agamem-
non have been palpable from the beginning, formulates the difficulty
very well. The matter is simply impossible. Where is the compensation
that Agamemnon requests, the equivalent share that he demands, to be
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found? It simply does not exist, since the distribution has already been
made. In making his request, Agamemnon is in effect asking to return to
the time when the distribution had not yet been made, which is obviously
impossible. Achilles’s argument of course assumes that all the plunder has
been distributed and that nothing remains. That is in fact what he states
explicitly with rigorous reasoning one would not expect from this passion-
ate warrior: “I know of no troves of treasure, piled, lying idle anywhere
[kuneia keimena polla]” (1.145). These words reveal what the Greek camp
lacks that a city would have: there is nothing held in common, as line 145
could be rendered. All the plunder the Achaean army took has been por-
tioned out and taken possession of. This is how we measure the exploit the
city accomplishes every day without our noticing it, which is to ensure a
continuous distribution, an unending flow of goods. We become aware
that the flow of private goods requires in one way or another the presence
and the resources of a common good. In the circumstances of the Achaean
camp, the only thing that can be done, as Achilles emphasizes, is to wait for
the next distribution, that is, for the next pillage. Achilles concludes his le-
gal consultation by inviting Agamemnon to be patient.

Agamemnon will not hear of it. Achilles’s argument is compelling, but
Agamemnon, urged on by the furious desire to keep his portion, or to
regain an equal share, quickly fires back that Achilles’s argument implies
that, while he would keep his portion, Agamemnon would surrender
his. Nothing justifies such an unequal treatment He then grows more
threatening and claims a portion of equivalent value—“geras . . . antax-
ion (1.159-160). Achilles, now threatened with losing his portion, re-
plies by widening the terms of the debate. Leaving aside the particular
question under consideration until now—this portion of the plunder
and its prospective equivalent—he puts Agamemnon on trial. It was for
Agamemnon and his brother Menelaus, and only for them, that Achilles
came to fight the Trojans, who had done him no harm. For the first time
and not the last, Achilles declares he has nothing to do with this war and
announces he will go home. And though the Achaeans are fighting for
him, Agamemnon always takes the greatest share of the plunder. For the
question raised by this particular division (Chryseis), Achilles substitutes
the question of the division of the plunder in general, in short the question
of the regime in the camp of the Achaeans: “when it comes to dividing up
the plunder the lion’s share is yours and back I go to my ships, clutching
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some scrap, some pittance that I love [sol to geras polu meizon, ego
d’oligon te philon]” (1.195-197).

Now that Achilles has widened the field of debate and raised the ques-
tion of the regime, Agamemnon replies in kind: he will take Briseis in
order to punish Achilles’s insolence, and let him who has ears hear. Thus
the discussion has gone from the particular question of this share to the
general question of the plunder, then from the general question of the
plunder to the question of the prerogatives of command, the political
prerogatives.

And so Agamemnon returns Chryseis and has Briseis seized in ex-
change. Achilles weeps to his mother, the goddess Thetis. She goes to sup-
plicate Zeus to avenge her son by granting the Trojans victory until the
Achaeans and Agamemnon recognize their error and restore the honor
of Achilles. Zeus consents to her plea. To achieve this result, Zeus sends
Agamemnon a deceptive dream. The dream enjoins him, in the name of
Zeus, to call all the Achaeans to arms, for the hour has come for him at
last to capture Troy.

Agamemnon then orders the heralds to convoke the assembly of the
Achaeans, agoren (2.60). But first he convenes the council, the boule:
“he called his ranking chiefs to council” (2.62). We have before us the
articulation between the many and the few, the agora and the boule, that
will form the dialectic of the city.

Before the council, Agamemnon explains how he intends to proceed.
He will practice on the assembly a sort of well-meaning lie; more pre-
cisely, he will tempt or test the Achaeans by inviting them to flee, to
board their ships and make for home. He expects the members of the
council to play their role as leaders and hold them back with their words.
This procedure, which cannot fail to appear curious, even bizarre, to us,
was, it seems, common, since after announcing that he was going to tempt
or test the Achaeans, Agamemnon adds, “according to time-honored cus-
tom [é themis estin]” (2.86). However legitimate and recognized his
power is, however grandiose the epithets that qualify him, Agamemnon
does not think it is enough to issue his orders to be sure that he will be
obeyed. He is so far from thinking so that he expects, on the contrary, to
be met at least with opposition, if not with disobedience. Thus, by advo-
cating black, he will make them crave white. This is not our idea of an
absolute ruler. The Achaeans need to be persuaded.
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Leaning on the scepter Hephaestus fashioned long ago, Agamemnon
then addresses the army, the crowd that did not attend the council
(2.129ff.). Hearing their leader despair of ever capturing Troy and invite
them to flee toward their home shores, the distressed Achaeans run to
the ships shouting their desire to go home. Agamemnon’s clever trick
has succeeded only too well. Taking stock of the impending disaster,
Hera urges Athena to intervene. From the heights of Olympus, Athena
leaps down to the Achaeans’ vessels. There she finds Odysseus, “a mas-
termind like Zeus [Dii métin atalanton]” (2.197).

Among the heroes of the Iliad, only Odysseus receives this qualifier
that distinguishes him from all the others, Achaeans as well as Trojans.
There is no Odysseus among the Trojans, a point that is of course deci-
sive for confirming the superiority of the civilization of the Greeks. Odys-
seus represents a human possibility that until then has emerged only
among the Greeks. Agamemnon exercised his legitimate power in accord
with custom. His typical trick has failed lamentably. He is at the end of
his power. The only recourse resides in the prudence, or wisdom, of Odys-
seus. Only the wisdom of Odysseus is capable of confronting the excep-
tional situation, or the state of emergency. In this sense Odysseus, and
not Agamemnon, is the true sovereign.2®

This does not mean that Agamemnon really relinquishes his sover-
eignty in favor of Odysseus. But in the circumstances and for the occasion,
in order to deal with the exceptional situation, he passes his scepter to
him, the hereditary and indestructible scepter.?”

Thus equipped with the scepter, Odysseus briskly goes into action.
Homer insists how Odysseus treats the few (2.218ff.) and the many
(2.229ff.) very differently. He deals with the few with gentleness and by
persuasive means; and with the many with brutality and by forceful
means. He rebuffs them and even strikes them with the scepter. He appar-
ently appeals to the intelligence and pride of the few and to the habit of
obedience and feeling of inferiority of the many. In this sense Odysseus’s
speech is grounded in social difference, which he confirms and reinforces.

But there is another aspect, more difficult to grasp. In addressing the
few, Odysseus invokes Zeus three times (2.226—229); in addressing the
many he mentions him only once without naming him, calling him
“the son of crooked-minded Cronus.” To the few he makes a theological
or theologico-political speech; to the many, the laos, he makes a secular
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speech.?® He speaks to the fear and wants to awaken the humility of the
few by combining Agamemnon and Zeus in one and same threat; and he
speaks to the reason of the many to make them consent to an argument
of political prudence, or wisdom. One could call this wisdom Hobbes-
ian. Lines 23 5—236—“Too many kings can ruin an army—mob rule! Let
there be one commander, one master only”—will be one of the great
authorities in the European monarchical tradition. Odysseus endeavors
to frighten those he has called courageous by bringing to bear a sublime,
even divine, conception of monarchical power; he appeals directly to the
reason of those he has dealt with as cowards. Thus he takes into account
that in some circumstances at least, the many are “more reasonable”
than the few.

There is no use in pushing our point any further. We see how this scene
in the camp of the Greeks contains, so to speak, the seed of all later de-
velopments. More precisely, it puts in place all the elements that the
Greek city and Greek political philosophy will ceaselessly work on and
combine. Which elements are these?

First, of course, there is the tripartition according to number: the many
(democracy), the few (oligarchy), and the one (monarchy). But also there
is the hard to define but fundamental element that Odysseus stands for—
the political wisdom or prudence that has no established place in the
human association, that as such does not belong to the one, the few, or
the many. It is given by nature, but in a haphazard way, so that the wise
man really has no name and thus it is not a coincidence that Odysseus’s
other name is Nobody. Odysseus, so to speak, has no patronymic (in the
Iliad Homer calls him only Odysseus, even though the other characters
call him “son of Laertes™).?’

Homer’s text offers us yet another element. Odysseus succeeds in re-
storing calm, and the warriors return to the assembly from the ships and
shelters, and agree to take their seats again. Only Thersites continues to
hold forth and mock. He violently lays into Agamemnon, giving voice in
some fashion to the resentment against the prince, the man in power, that
the other warriors repress in the depths of their hearts. And so Odysseus
rebukes him very harshly and cruelly strikes him with the scepter. The
Achaeans are pleased to see the mocker chastised. He gave voice to their
resentment but his chastisement satisfies their respect for authority and
wipes away their unhappiness over this apparently unlimited disrespect.
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Who is Thersites? He is, as I have just indicated, the disrespectful per-
son, the critic of power who surrenders wholly to the movement of criti-
cism and speaks truths that are better left unspoken. But this means that
he sees them. He thus has some important things in common with Odys-
seus, first of all a freedom of outlook that stems from independence of
mind with respect to social ties. Seth Benardete remarks that Thersites is
even more anonymous than Odysseus, “his closest rival in anonymity,”3°
since his father and his homeland are not named. One could say that
Thersites is the spirit of comedy, or at least the base part of this spirit,
which is no less precious for that. (Is not comedy the “low genre”?)

Thus, as we see, the Iliad, that with Achilles and Agamemnon contains
the source and the model of all later tragedy, and with Odysseus the pro-
totype of the wise man and we might say the first version of Socrates,
with Thersites also contains the living seeds of comedy. Homer was in-
deed in every sense the educator of Greece.



THE CIVIC OPERATION

The first part of our inquiry was devoted chiefly to war, more precisely
to the warlike condition that precedes and prepares the civic condition,
the life of the city. With the help of Homer we have studied the range of
phenomena that modern political philosophy sums up by simplifying
them under the rubric of the state of nature, or the state of war. It is now
time to examine what the same modern political philosophy calls the
civil state, which succeeds the state of nature as peace follows war. But
the peace that the ancient city offered was a less complete or less univo-
cal phenomenon than the peace expected by modern political philosophy
and largely achieved by the modern State. It has been said that the mod-
ern State, with its monopoly on legitimate violence, overcame the natu-
ral state of war thanks to a “homeopathic” use of violence. But the an-
cient city did not deal so directly with the condition of war that preceded
it. It largely overcame it, it is true—otherwise there would be no city—
but by transforming it in a way that was both more subtle or profound
and less complete. Our view of these things is necessarily conditioned
both by the univocal character of modern political philosophy that
makes us pass from a state defined by war to a state defined by peace,
and by the corresponding effectiveness—that corresponds to this univo-
cal character—of the modern State that in effect brings an unprece-
dented peace. We are speaking of a complete transformation here, since
it makes us pass from one pole to another or from one opposite to an-
other. At the same time, this complete transformation of the state of
humans does not constitute, or does not imply, a profound transforma-
tion of their nature since it is essentially the same human being who lives
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in the two states, namely the individual who craves security: if we were
not dealing with the same human being, the state of nature would not
bring to light those human rights that the civil state must thereafter
guarantee. Unlike the modern State, the ancient city presupposes and
produces, as I have said, a transformation of human nature that is both
more profound and less complete: less complete, for war persists or is
felt more in the ancient city than in the modern State; more profound,
for the transformation is not accomplished by a State that remains in
some way outside individuals, but directly concerns the individuals
themselves whose nature is transformed since they become participants
in a common thing. The modern political condition is oriented by the
question of the means of achieving civil peace, or, more broadly, the
means to guarantee human rights. The ancient political condition is ori-
ented by the question of who participates in the common thing, which is
inseparable from the more radical question: what is the common thing?

These two types of questions surely are not mutually exclusive. An-
cient politics was not unaware that the city guaranteed rights; modern
politics is not unaware of the problems raised by participation in the
common thing. Yet they orient two very different orderings of common
life, one by the construction of more and more serviceable external
instruments, the other by the elaboration of a more and more refined in-
ternal tension.! The modern politician is an expert in constitutional
law, concerned with improving the mechanisms of representative govern-
ment; the ancient politician was an inseparably political and moral edu-
cator who strove to arouse in the soul of the citizens “the most noble
and most just” moral dispositions. We need to speak a little more about
the difference between ancient and modern political science.

Politics and the Question of Number

The heart or soul of ancient political philosophy resides in the analysis
and classification of political regimes. These regimes are particularly
delineated in Plato and Aristotle, but we have already met with some
elements of analysis in Homer. In this classification, number plays a de-
cisive role: according to whether one or a few or the many govern, the
regime of the polis, that is, the form of common life, essentially changes.
Human life changes profoundly depending on whether one lives in a
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monarchy, an oligarchy, or a democracy. This threefold division finds
numerous refinements in Aristotle as in Plato, but they do not affect the
central character of the question of number for Greek political philoso-
phy. By contrast, modern political philosophy is not very interested in
the question of the political regime because in its view the number of the
rulers does not seem to be a decisive or even a particularly interesting
factor. It replaces debate about the respective merits of the one, the few,
and the many with the affirmation of the exclusive legitimacy of “all.” It
tends to reduce the classification of regimes to the polarity between rep-
resentative and nonrepresentative regimes, or between democratic and
nondemocratic regimes—dictatorship, authoritarian, or totalitarian re-
gime, according to times and circumstances. It is true that Montesquieu
elaborated a famous and more refined political classification, but, as we
have seen, it is not properly speaking a classification of political regimes,
but of political and historical forms: “despotism™ is essentially the Ori-
ental type of empire; “republic” is essentially the ancient city; “monar-
chy” is essentially the modern nation. In this classification, number does
not play a decisive role since the republic can be aristocratic or demo-
cratic, and monarchy and despotism are equally the government of one
alone.

If modern political science has so little interest in the classification of
regimes, it is surely because for it there is only one legitimate regime, the
democratic regime, which is founded on the participation of “all” to the
extent that no one, barring legal sanction, is deprived of civil rights. In
practice, the majority governs, or decides who will govern. The substitu-
tion of the majority for the whole or for unanimity is a delicate passage
for democratic theory. If legitimacy resides in “all,” in unanimity, and if
the latter is lacking, one does not see why the legitimacy that no longer
exists could be found in one group, the majority, rather than in another,
the minority. But that the majority is closer to unanimity than the mi-
nority and is thus the depository of democratic legitimacy is an irresist-
ibly plausible argument, yet one that is valid only in a very narrow arith-
metical sense.

No one will deny the prodigious practical fruitfulness of the majority
principle. All the good things that we owe to modern democracy we owe
in the end to the resolute and methodical implementation of this princi-
ple; we owe them in the final analysis to the procedure of election by
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majority. There is good reason to admire the immense effects of such a
small cause. But the overwhelming victory of the democratic reality must
not deter us from examining the theoretical problems inherent in the
democratic principle. As Aristotle says in a related context, there is dif-
ficulty here and matter for political philosophy.?

The modern democratic arrangement contains three moments or as-
pects that one is tempted to say are numerical: unanimity, majority, mi-
nority. However, unanimity is not a real, effective number: unanimity is
never active as such. The active number is the majority. But here again
one must beware. The majority as number or the number of the major-
ity does not exist as such. What makes the majority is its positive differ-
ence with the minority. The only real, effective, active number here is the
difference between the majority and the minority, a difference that keeps
its full validity even when it is reduced to one: the one who is elected is
the one who has at least one vote more than his opponent. The only real,
effective, active number is in the end the unit of counting, the unit that is
used to count, which is not properly speaking a number even if it is the
constitutive element of all the numbers. Modern democratic politics is
founded not on number, as is often said, but on counting. It is a matter
of counting to the end, of going to the end of the count, since the out-
come is liable to result from the last vote counted, from the last and
smallest difference. Neither the majority nor the minority exist as real,
effective, active numbers as long as they are not in effect counted, and
then what effectively exists is their difference, which can be reduced to
one unit of counting.

These apparently abstract considerations help us by contrast to gauge
the role of number in the ancient civic ordering. This ordering appears
then as an articulation of one, of several (a small number) and of many
(a great number). We are dealing with three real numbers here. The
“monarchic” one is not a unit of counting, since nothing can be added
to it without destroying it; it is a unit that exists solely as a unit. Several
and many also exist in reality; they are also real numbers. Unlike the
majority and minority, they do not exist according to their numerical
difference, even if of course there is a numerical difference between them.
The paradoxical proof that they are real, effective, active numbers is
that there is no need to count them. How many are several? One does
not know exactly; one does not need to know: the few are the few, and
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that is in fact a qualitative determination. How many are many? One
knows with even less exactness, and one needs even less to know.

In the classical tripartite division, there are three real, qualitative num-
bers that do not need to be counted in order to be defined in themselves
and in relation to one another. In this sense it is a natural tripartition
that belongs necessarily to human things. But if this is the case, it ought to
be present and active among us, as in ancient politics. But we have seen
that the modern democratic arrangement is altogether different, founded
on counting the majority, that is, the difference between the majority and
the minority. Must we think that the modern arrangement has simply
succeeded or replaced the ancient? If that were the case, the classical
ordering would have no right to the qualifiers “natural” and “necessary”
that I have used; it would be simply a historically determined ordering
that today has been replaced. However, it takes very little attention to
acknowledge that the ancient arrangement is still present, effective, and
active beneath the modern. After all, the few and the many, although
they have no place in the constitutional mechanism, play a considerable
part in the social and political life of modern peoples. When not so long
ago in France there were denunciations of the power of the “two hun-
dred families,” that number did not result from a count; it was not sub-
ject to a statistical refinement concluding that the exact number was
rather 192 or 207. This number, which had only a qualitative meaning,
designated the “few,” whose real political influence was judged largely
independent of the electoral play between majority and minority and of
constitutional mechanisms. Likewise, when one spoke of the “workers”
or the “masses,” one did not mean either a majority exactly determined
as the outcome of a count as in the case of an electoral majority, or the
unanimity of citizens since on the contrary the “workers” or “masses”
excluded the “exploiters” and thus the “two hundred families.” One
meant, and everyone understood, “the many” as opposed to “the few.”

One could of course say that these themes and terms were “partisan,”
that they did not give an account of objective reality or that they gave
excessive place to provisional phenomena that may not have disappeared
but are at least much less salient today. However that may be—and we
could discuss this at length—one must also observe that the modern ar-
rangement as such, in its explicit structure if I may say, reveals the clas-
sical threefold partition or offers a mode of that partition. Does not the
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“one” reappear in the executive power, the decisive invention of modern
politics? Do not the “few” appear anew in the “educated,” the “produc-
tive,” or the other “deserving” members of the modern “meritocracy”? As
for the “many,” do they not reappear in the “broader public,” which can-
not be counted precisely but by its “opinion” exercises so much influence
on the character of contemporary life? One could suggest still other
modern embodiments of the three “numbers.”

As one can see, modern democracy juxtaposes, superimposes, and
mixes the modern bipartition and the classical tripartite division, the pre-
cise numbers one can count to the last unit, and the qualitative numbers
that are not calculated or not counted. In this way the transhistorical
validity and the necessary and natural characters of the classical tripar-
tite division are confirmed. This is a powerful reason for us to consider it
with renewed attention.

As T have said, the one, the few, and the many that constitute the clas-
sical and natural tripartition of political life each represent a qualitative
number that is real, effective, and active. If this is so, and although to
be sure they exist naturally one with the other and one in rapport with
the other, they are susceptible of existing by themselves or separately, in-
dependently of one another. The close examination of ancient life seems
to confirm this fact.

Becoming Human, Becoming Citizen

It is natural to begin with the one. It seems necessary that properly hu-
man life began with the one. The human world has to appear with the
unity that makes it precisely “a world.” This oze in any case is to be found
in the beginning, with the first fathers of families that Homer and follow-
ing him Plato and Aristotle describe under the figure of the Cyclopes.?
Vico, who along with Rousseau was the political philosopher who scru-
tinized with the greatest attention the transition to humanity, the coming-
to-be-human of the first “men,” often returns to these Cyclopes—po-
lifemi—“who lived separately and alone in their caves with their wives
and children, never concerning themselves with one another’s affairs, as
Polyphemus tells Ulysses in Homer.”* In the life of the Cyclopes, one, the
father, encompasses and determines every plurality: since no one con-
cerns himself with another’s affairs, each cave constitutes, so to speak, a
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unit of justice.® In other words, this savage independence can be inter-
preted as a “primary justice,” a justice “toward Jove.”® The Cyclopes’
caves, Vico goes on to say, protected the modesty of the first properly
human couplings.” One is not required to follow Vico in all his conjec-
tures, nor Homer or Plato for that matter. What is not conjectural but
confirmed in all sorts of ways in the whole breadth of the historical field
is the pervasiveness of this type of human association, dedicated to in-
tense unity, if I may say so, under the pressure and attraction of paternal
power. I have not said enough for our purpose about the original mode
of the independent or separated and substantial one.

It seems more difficult to ascertain the separate existence of the many,
the effective and active great number in its substantial indetermination,
so to speak. Here too Vico offers some very suggestive conjectures con-
cerning those he calls the famoli. Did not the fugitives, the bandits, the
wanderers, all those beings with no faith or law, with no hearth or home,
without marriage or burial rites, who found asylum in the cities consti-
tute a very important element of the prepolitical condition of humans?
Even more, is not the definition of the first cities, or at least of some of
them and especially the most famous among them, that they were the
“first asylums”?® The phenomenon of refugees or wanderers is not
limited, of course, to the most primitive epochs. It is as it were coeval
with human history. It does not necessarily concern “large numbers” in
the quantitative sense, but it possesses the qualitative characters of
indetermination—how many are they?—of opaqueness, alienness, re-
calcitrance, and threat of the “large number.”

Thus the separated one along with the separated many are registered,
constitutive phenomena of prepolitical human experience. But they
count for little by comparison with the phenomenon of the separated
few, the separated several, that, because it engenders politics as such, also
engenders the phenomena of the political one and the political many or
joins them to itself, thereby instituting the city that is articulated accord-
ing to the threefold division of the one, the few, and the many. We have
already said much about the phenomenon of the separated few, the
group of warriors, heroes, whose depiction by Homer was the education
of Greece. The paradox of the heroic group is that something like the
common good arises from psychic or moral dispositions that seem to
exclude any notion of a common good. How is that? How could the
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likes of Achilles recognize, or elaborate, something resembling a public
thing? Vico helps us to discern the paradoxical political fruitfulness of
the heroes’ unlimited egoism, as it were.

First of all, this egoism extends the savage independence of the Cyclopes
that, as we have pointed out, made a decisive contribution to the moral
education of humanity—or rather to the coming-to-be-human of the
bestial being that preceded him—by ensuring the “guarding of the con-
fines.” The “infamous promiscuity of things in the bestial state” had
nothing of a republic, nothing of a common thing.” When everything
was common, nothing was common. In this way Vico suggests that the
common is not simply the absence of the proper or particular; in order
to come into being, it needs the prior activation of the proper or partic-
ular. Only one who has first thought of the proper or in whom the
thought of the proper is active can think of the common. How could
this come about in reality? Let us read the end of paragraph 629:

And at their very birth providence causes the commonwealths to spring
forth aristocratic in form, in conformity with the savage and solitary na-
ture of the first men. This form consists entirely, as writers on political
theory point out, in guarding the confines and the institutions, so that
peoples newly come to humanity might, by the very form of their govern-
ments, continue for a long time to remain enclosed within these confines
and institutions, and so forget the infamous and nefarious promiscuity of
the bestial and feral state. But the minds of men were preoccupied with
particulars and incapable of understanding a common good; they were ac-
customed never to concern themselves even with the particular affairs of
others, as Homer makes his Polyphemus tell Ulysses (and in this giant Plato
recognizes the family fathers in the so-called state of nature preceding the
civil state). Providence, therefore, by the aforesaid aristocratic form of
their governments, led them to unite themselves to their fatherlands in or-
der to preserve such great private interests as their family monarchies were
(for this was what they were entirely bent upon), and thus, beyond any
design of theirs, they were brought together in a universal civil good called
commonwealth.!”

The “providential,” in fact intensely natural mechanism that Vico de-
scribes here makes us think of course of the mechanism invoked by the
theoreticians of the social contract: the political institution is rooted in
the private desire or need for self-conservation. The important point,
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however, resides in what differentiates Vico from these theoreticians.
The decisive point here is that this is a matter of “great” private inter-
ests, so great that they are called “monarchies.” These interests do not
belong to a republic since there is nothing common yet, but they are al-
ready political by their scale or amplitude. It is not in vain that the imagi-
nation represents these exemplars of the political one, of which I was
just speaking, as giants. In their caves under the sky, with their flocks,
their wives, and their children, they deepened and extended the sphere
of the proper to the point where, paradoxically, it became big enough to
enter, as it were, a “republican” edifice. The paradox is that what maxi-
mizes the proper is also what prepares or makes possible its overcoming.

It remains that we still do not see well what circumstances could in
effect lead the Cyclopes, or the heroes, to surrender even in part their
enormous self-sufficiency, their “familial monarchy.” In an earlier para-
graph Vico proposes an explanation that makes us witness in some way
the birth of the city, that is, the joining of the one, the few, and the many
in the crystallization of the tripartition that is constitutive of politics.
The role of catalyst is played by the many, in Vico’s language the famoli,
the faithless, lawless wanderers who took refuge under the protection
of the heroes, the monarchic heads of families, a protection that in reality
merged with harshest servitude. Now, in the terms of Vico’s perhaps bor-
rowed formulation, “subject man naturally aspires to free himself from
servitude.”!! Thus the famoli mutinied against the heroes. Therein lies
the catalyst of political crystallization, into a city of the one, the few, and
the many:

For at this point, under pressure of the emergency, the heroes must by na-
ture have been moved to unite themselves in orders so as to resist the mul-
titudes of rebellious famoli. And they must have chosen as their head a fa-
ther fiercer than the rest and with greater presence of spirit. Such men were
called reges, kings, from regere, which properly means to sustain or di-
rect. ... Such was the generation of the heroic kingdoms. And since the
fathers were sovereign kings of their families, the equality of their state
and the fierce nature of the cyclopes being such that no one of them natu-
rally would yield to another, there sprang up of themselves the reigning
senates, made up of so many family kings. They found that, without hu-
man discernment or counsel, they had united their private interests in a
common interest called patria, which, the word res being understood,
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means “the interest of the fathers.” The nobles were accordingly called
patricians, and the nobles must have been the only citizens of the first pa-
triae, or “fatherlands.”!2

Thus it can be seen that the first political monarchy was but the in-
strument and so to speak the annex of familial monarchy. It does not
alter the essentially aristocratic character of the first “public thing.” Its
most substantial legacy resides probably in the name of king. The family
monarchies unite, without profoundly transforming themselves, in this
first republic, which is in effect a patriciate, a senate of fathers.

There now is indeed a fatherland, but does this fatherland entail or
imply a truly common good? Vico chose his words with great care, but
he does not end our perplexity: “They found that, without human dis-
cernment or counsel, they had united their private interests in a common
interest called patria.” It is certain that the fathers at the beginning think
only of their private interest. It is no less certain that henceforth they
have a common interest. But what is the relation between the subjective
dispositions of the fathers and the objective reality of their common in-
terest? Does the latter transform the former? Does the family king, the
selfish and proud father, now become concerned with the common inter-
est as such, as common? In short, does the family king become a citizen,
and to what extent?

Perhaps the very terms of our question render a serious answer im-
possible, by setting before us the following alternative: either the patri-
cian remains a selfish and self-interested family king, or he becomes a
disinterested citizen, that is, interested exclusively or principally in the
common good. This alternative, which has been so familiar ever since
we assimilated morality to selflessness, hardly helps us to conceive the
transformation of soul by which the father becomes citizen. Vico has
some suggestions that lead us to abandon this alternative. Speaking of
family kings, he says:

They were led to observe their laws by a sovereign private interest, which
the heroes identified with that of their fatherlands, of which they were the
only citizens. Hence they did not hesitate, for the safety of their various
fatherlands, to consecrate themselves and their families to the will of the
laws, which by maintaining the common security of the fatherland kept
secure for each of them a certain private monarchical reign over his family.
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Moreover, it was this great private interest, in conjunction with the su-
preme arrogance characteristic of barbarous times, which formed their
heroic nature, whence came so many heroic actions in defense of their fa-
therlands. To these heroic deeds we must add the intolerable pride, pro-
found avarice and pitiless cruelty with which the ancient Roman patricians
treated the unhappy plebeians, as is clearly seen in Roman history pre-
cisely during that period which Livy himself describes as having been the
age of Roman virtue and of the most flourishing popular liberty yet dreamed
of in Rome. It will then be evident that this public virtue was nothing but a
good use which providence made of such grievous, ugly and cruel private
vices, in order that the cities might be preserved during a period when the
minds of men, intent on particulars, could not naturally understand a com-
mon good.'?

This is a remarkably interesting and deeply troubling text. The last lines
give a particularly vigorous and almost violent expression to an idea
that recurs often in Vico and that we have already encountered several
times, the idea, we could say, employing the phrase Adam Smith would
later make famous, of an “invisible hand” that guides men to produce
public benefits by following their private vices—now citing Mandeville’s
terms. This type of thinking became current with the emergence of the
commercial society, to whose simple and powerful wellspring one thus
purports to point. But Vico’s thesis here concerns the other extremity of
political development, its beginnings, far removed from the society of
commerce that presupposes equality and knows of sympathy. When
Mandeville spoke of “private vices,” he had in mind only the taste for
comfort and luxury, ostentatious vanity, the desire to please and to en-
tice—in short all the passions that by inducing spending feed the eco-
nomic system and maintain the social engine. Vico here speaks of “intol-
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erable pride,” “profound avarice,” “pitiless cruelty,” of “such grievous,
ugly, and cruel private vices.” There is no doubting we are far from any
disinterestedness and from all civic virtue. At the same time, we are told
of “so many heroic actions in defense of their fatherlands.” Vico suggests,
it seems, an identification between the patricians’ private interest and
public interest, with the dedication to what is common that the latter
implies, an identification that is made possible by the fact that the patri-
cians were at that time still the only citizens. The key to the enigma re-

sides perhaps in the “supreme arrogance” that Vico says is “characteristic
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of barbarous times.” Could one not suggest that the supreme arrogance
that is inseparable from this “private monarchical reign over [the] fam-
ily” finds a kind of extension, a supplement, and also, in a sense that is
in no way “moral,” a sort of corrective in this undoubtedly exhilarating
discovery of the fatherland, however limited it still is? The common
thing that begins to appear, however narrow it is—but this narrowness is
the condition of its birth—in some way stimulates selfish pride just as
bellows make a fire burn more fiercely.

Such is the explanation that I would propose of this fascinating pas-
sage of Vico, which is a contribution of the first order to a question that
has not ceased to occupy modern political philosophers and that became
an obsession in the eighteenth century: how does one explain the ex-
traordinary civic dedication—or what appears to be such—of the Greeks
of the cities and the Romans of the republic?

Here it would be worth comparing Vico’s suggestions with the views
of Montesquieu and Rousseau, who set, so to speak, the two poles be-
tween which the modern interpretation of ancient city life will oscillate.

Civic Virtue according to Montesquieu

Let us begin with this text of Montesquieu that I have previously dis-
cussed elsewhere:!* “Love of the homeland leads to goodness in mores,
and goodness in mores leads to love of the homeland. The less we can
satisfy our particular passions, the more we give ourselves up to pas-
sions for the general order. Why do monks so love their order? Their
love comes from the same thing that makes their order intolerable to
them. Their rule deprives them of everything upon which ordinary pas-
sions rest; what remains, therefore, is the passion for the very rule that
afflicts them. The more austere it is, the more it curtails their inclinations,
the more force it gives to those that remain.”!®

This astonishing text, which includes a psychological interpretation
not only of the ancient city but also of the Christian Church and perhaps
even of morality as such, rests entirely on the polarity between particu-
lar and general passions, that is, between the particular and the general,
since the passions are here the “common factor.” There is in the human
soul as it were a “fixed quantity” of passions that can moreover take on
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qualities or take directions that are different and even opposed. These
qualities or directions do not have the same standing. Montesquieu’s
analysis presupposes that the primitive or “ordinary” passions, which one
perhaps could rightly call “natural,” are “our particular passions.” The
general passions are, so to speak, an “extraordinary” modification of the
particular or “ordinary” passions. Now, the boldness and even the inso-
lence of Montesquieu’s thought lies more precisely in the fact that this
modification, which seems essential, radical, qualitative, since it makes
us pass from the particular to the general, from what is selfish, self-
interested, and often culpable to what is in principle moral, results from
a mere displacement of the energy of the passions: the more one sub-
tracts from the particular passions, the more one adds to the general
passions. In reality, it is by subtracting from the sum of the particular
passions that the general passions are produced, which those who “in all
countries of the world love morality” call by the name of “virtue.”

The analogy Montesquieu makes between civic virtue and monastic
rule is certainly striking. Let us for the moment set aside the brilliant
antireligious epigram contained in these lines. The analogy implies that
the intention, the aim of those who practice religious or civic virtue does
not in any way determine the actual dispositions of their soul: whether
they aim at God, the divine law, or the city, the public thing, does not
really matter, since in both cases the same mechanism or system of the
passions is at work. If what the soul consciously aims at, what it is
“open” to, has no effect on its actual life, but if on the contrary what
it aims at, or believes it aims at, is the effect of its internal mechanism
or system, then this soul is a closed soul; it functions, so to speak, only
internally.

The monastic analogy then has the value of a mathematical maximum:
if obedience to the law of God, the “greatest” Being, is the effect of the
internal mechanism of the soul’s passions, it becomes very plausible to
also consider obedience to the law of the city as an effect of this sort.

I characterized these lines of Montesquieu as an antireligious epigram.
Indeed, the loving obedience to the divine law that defines monastic life is
here reduced to an internal mechanism of the soul, in the development of
which the soul has no other object than itself—the soul is without object.
At the same time these lines can be read as an antireligious version of
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Augustinian psychology. For Augustine, the fundamental disposition of
the soul, its movement, gravitation, and weight, is love—a capacity that
is also a will to love. “Amor meus pondus meum.”!® Montesquieu here
explains to us that when we cannot love what gives us pleasure—when
we cannot satisfy our particular passions—we love what makes us suf-
fer; for example, the law that deprives us of what gives us pleasure. The
implied major premise of the syllogism would be that we cannot stop
ourselves from loving, that we prefer to love what gives us pain than not
to love at all.

One could add that the antireligious epigram contains a further irony.
For Machiavelli, the first modern political thinker, the manly virtues of
the ancient city were advantageously opposed to the “effeminate” virtues
of the Christian Church. Now Montesquieu, who on many scores stands
in the Machiavellian tradition, here assimilates the civic virtues to the
monastic virtues, ancient civic life to monastic life, that aspect of the
Christian world toward which Machiavellian politics felt the keenest
antipathy. One can wonder to what extent Montesquieu himself per-
ceived the irony in this: that the life that once was assumed to be the
most manly was now confused with the life that was always taken to be
the most effeminate. The political and moral opposition between the an-
cient world and the Christian world necessarily fades while the redefini-
tion of the soul as something closed and obedient to itself takes shape
and gathers strength.

I have not raised the question of the validity of Montesquieu’s analy-
sis. It is certainly plausible for us today, who are so familiar with the
psychology of frustration and sublimation. But if it seems plausible once
the city, or the Church, has been instituted, that is, once the general law
has been defined and promulgated, it is much less so if one looks at it in
the situation Vico considered, that is, before the institution of the com-
mon or the general, when there was only what is proper or particular.
How could the general be born where there is only the particular?

Politically, Montesquieu’s purpose was to make the ancient city dis-
tant and foreign to us, to render it repulsive just as monastic life was re-
pulsive in the eyes of his contemporaries of the Enlightenment age, in or-
der to open up the way for modern liberty. Rousseau’s intention seems to
be rigorously opposite, since he contrasts ancient virtue—still admirable—
with modern corruption.
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Civic Virtue according to Rousseau

>

How does Rousseau define the civic virtue he readily calls “patriotism’
or “love of country”? Let us consider a text that receives less attention
than others but that contains the most direct and most complete analy-
sis of the love of country, the Discourse on Political Economy.

The conception of civic virtue proposed by Rousseau seems very close
to the one Montesquieu extracted from his analysis of the ancient city. I
cite Rousseau: “Do you want the general will to be accomplished? Make
all private wills be in conformity with it. And since virtue is merely this
conformity of the private to the general will, in a word, make virtue
reign.”!”

The only important difference seems to be that where Montesquieu
spoke of “passion,” Rousseau speaks of “will.” A few lines later, we see
this difference fade and disappear: “It is certain that the greatest mira-
cles of virtue have been produced by the love of country. In joining to-
gether the force of self-love and all the beauty of virtue, this sweet and
lively sentiment takes on an energy that, without disfiguring it, makes it
the most heroic of all the passions.”!8

We remark in passing that for Rousseau, as for Vico, civic life is not
intelligible outside a certain “heroic” perspective. Now, how does Rous-
seau analyze the functioning of “the most heroic of all the passions”? A
few pages later he explains what must be done to arouse this passion in

the hearts of citizens:

A man who had no passion would certainly be a very bad citizen. But
one must agree that even though men cannot be taught to love nothing,
it is not impossible for them to learn to love one object more than an-
other and what is truly beautiful more than what is deformed. If, for ex-
ample, they are trained early enough never to consider their own persons
except in terms of being related to the body of the state, and not to per-
ceive their own existence except as part of the state’s existence, they will
eventually come to identify themselves in some way with this larger
whole, to feel themselves to be members of the country, to love it with
that exquisite sentiment that every isolated man feels only for himself, to
elevate their soul perpetually toward this great object, and thus to trans-
form into a sublime virtue this dangerous disposition from which arises

all our vices."
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This passage is just as fascinating as Montesquieu’s that we read a mo-
ment ago. It deals with the same object in the same radical way: how the
human passions become civic virtue. It is true that Rousseau introduces
an element Montesquieu did not mention: “what is truly beautiful.”
Comparing these two texts leaves us perplexed. It seems that Rous-
seau says the same thing as Montesquieu, and also the exact opposite.
The same thing: civic virtue results from a modification of the ordinary
economy of the passions. The opposite: whereas Montesquieu had civic
virtue born of the frustration, repression, or negation of the particular
passions, the virtue Rousseau sketches seems to be a culmination of the
particular passions since it consists in the identification of the particular
with the general or the individual with the whole. Where Montesquieu
defined love of country as “this passion for the very rule that afflicts”
citizens, Rousseau compares it to “that exquisite sentiment that every
isolated man feels only for himself.” For Montesquieu love of country
resides in the negation, not without a certain bitter pleasure, of one’s
own individuality, whereas for Rousseau it constitutes the delicious ful-
fillment of the sentiment of one’s own individuality. Nevertheless, this
opposition is more apparent than essential. It is more a difference in ac-
cent, depending on whether the sentiment of the self, the sentiment of
one’s own, appears to be exalted by the repression of the particular pas-
sions, or rather by the identification with this greater individual that is
the city. Indeed, does not the education in identification Rousseau speaks
of here presuppose the repression of the proper that Montesquieu spoke
of and that Rousseau himself evokes elsewhere rather fiercely?
Montesquieu and Rousseau share essentially the same psychology, a
mechanistic psychology of the homogeneous soul, the soul defined ex-
clusively by love of the proper and in which the common, or rather the
general, can only arise as a modification of the proper or particular,
which alone is natural. I mentioned briefly an element present in Rous-
seau, even emphasized by him, and which is not found in Montesquieu:
the aim of legislation is to teach people to love “what is truly beautiful
more than what is deformed.” The “beautiful” here is not a matter of
what we call aesthetics. Rousseau characterizes it not much later when
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he speaks of “this larger whole,” “this great object,” the love of which
defines the “sublime virtue.” The “beautiful” then is this “great object”—

the city, of course—the love of which enlarges and elevates the soul. The
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nature of the soul does not change; it is always self-interested love; but
what changes is its quantity, its extension, and what Rousseau immedi-
ately after calls its “direction.” Thus “this dangerous disposition from
which all our vices arise” is “transformed into a sublime virtue.”

Rousseau here keeps very explicitly to the terms of the mechanistic
psychology of the homogeneous soul of which we were speaking. At the
same time, the mechanistic transformations that he describes—extension,
direction—induce a transformation whose qualitative character he
emphasizes and celebrates. It is not that vice is transformed into virtue;
what is so transformed is a “disposition” that is itself neutral but
“dangerous,” for “all our vices arise” from it. The soul is always self-
interested, but its objects are more or less interesting. Reduced to itself,
to its private interests, it becomes irresistibly vicious. Interested in some-
thing greater than itself, it becomes as it were greater than itself and ca-
pable of “sublime virtue.” It would overcome its self-interested nature if
that were possible.

In this way Rousseau rediscovers some possibilities of the soul that
the moderns had decried and repressed, organizing themselves in such a
way that these possibilities could not be deployed. Modern society and
“English psychology” belong to one another: the society of commerce
and equality and the psychology of self-interest and vanity belong to one
another. Together they produce and formulate a prejudice that, accord-
ing to Rousseau, is fatal to both the happiness and the virtue of men.
What is that prejudice? The prejudice according to which to live is for
each man to compare himself, the prejudice of the man Rousseau calls
the “bourgeois” and that Allan Bloom characterizes as the man who, in
his relations with others, thinks only of himself and, in his relations with
himself, thinks only of others. The bourgeois lives torn between himself
and others. Rousseau maintains that one can escape this in-between;
one can live in oneself without thinking of others; one can live with oth-
ers in the city without thinking of oneself. He rediscovers the full extent
of the soul’s possibilities, and consequently the full extent of the trans-
formation the soul can undergo. He asks anew the question of the form
and dimensions—extension, height, or grandeur—of the soul.

Rousseau thus defines the nature and breadth of our soul by the follow-
ing twofold possible identification: identification with the self and identi-
fication with the Whole. We understand that this twofold identification is
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made possible by the soul’s plasticity, by the capacity that is proper to it
to circumscribe itself on the one hand and to enlarge itself on the other.
But how can one prevent these two identifications from becoming con-
tradictory or from impeding one another, and so making us fall again
into the in-between of bourgeois life? How can one live in the self all the
while living in the Whole?

The law is what accomplishes this miracle, but law understood in a
novel way. It has always been a principal part of the role and function of
the law to hold together the citizens in the city, the individuals in the
Whole. It was assumed that they were all they should be once they
obeyed the law. Rousseau was brought to ask something more of the
law: it must hold together and even join the two extremities of the soul,
the two extreme possibilities of identification with the self and identifi-
cation with the Whole. He was thus brought to change, and to change
radically, the meaning and definition of law. In order that living in oneself
be the same thing as living in the Whole, it is necessary and sufficient
that the law of the Whole coincide with the law of the self, that in obey-
ing the law of the Whole I obey myself at the same time; I obey the law I
give myself, an obedience to oneself that Rousseau identifies with free-
dom. To resolve the unprecedented problem posed by the extension of
the soul’s capacities that he discovers or proposes, Rousseau proceeds to
redefine the law, which becomes a law one gives oneself, a command by
the self to the self. Thus Rousseau encloses the essentially open soul
which he had, so to speak, taken back from English psychology between
command by oneself and obedience to oneself. He thus substitutes an
entirely determined, as it were calculable relation of self to self for the
twofold relation—to the self and to the Whole—of the extended soul, for
the incalculable angle of the open soul. It seems then that all the benefit
of Rousseau’s rediscovery of the “heroic” dimensions of the soul is lost.

At the same time it appears that in practice the law is the work not of
each person, not of all people, nor of the Whole, but of the “legislator”
who is outside the city and who obeys only his “great soul”—the “great
soul,” one might think, that gives the legislator the desire and the capac-
ity to teach the people he forms for civic life to “love one object more
than another and what is truly beautiful more than what is deformed”
and so “to identify themselves in some way with this larger Whole” that
is the country. In this way obedience to oneself hangs on obedience of
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the Whole to the external legislator; the most internal rapport derives
from the most external dependence. What is going on here? Why does
Rousseau, after rediscovering the soul’s extension, not only reduce it to
the obedience to oneself that is freedom, but also reduce this freedom to
superstitious obedience to the legislator? All these maneuvers—which
are otherwise so brilliant that their analysis has spawned innumerable
commentaries—have as their goal to cast a veil over and to prohibit the
only approach that would allow Rousseau to explain in a coherent way
his rediscovery of the soul’s extension, which was to take account of the
“few” between each and all, or the Whole. One could say that all the
difficulties of The Social Contract derive from the deliberate and funda-
mental exclusion of the “few” that Rousseau effected in that work.

Rousseau knew what he was doing. By the genre to which it belongs,
The Social Contract is more the work of a jurisconsult or a theoretician
of public law than of a political philosopher. As a theoretician of public
rights, Rousseau had good reasons to exclude the few from his consider-
ation: the political law he wished to promote is an equal law.2® On the
other hand, when he is a political philosopher, in particular in his work
that he himself calls “the most philosophical,” The Second Discourse, he
gives a decisive and central role to the “few” not only in the formation
of the body politic but in its definition. How does he manage to conceal
or to mask the contradiction between the two approaches? By shouting
very loudly. By railing against those he calls “the rich,” he glosses over
the troubling fact that he gives them the decisive and central role I have
just spoken of.

Let us quickly proceed with the help of some citations. First, the stri-
dent condemnation of the rich: “The rich, for their part, had scarcely
known the pleasure of domination when they soon disdained all others,
and using their old slaves to subdue new ones, they thought only of sub-
jugating and enslaving their neighbors: like those famished wolves which,
having once tasted human flesh, refuse all other food and thenceforth
want only to devour men.”?!

In reality, however, Rousseau’s description of the prepolitical stage is
much more impartial than these words would suggest. Let us read what
follows immediately after: “Thus, as the most powerful or most misera-
ble made of their force or their needs a sort of right to the goods of others,
equivalent according to them to the right of property, the destruction of
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equality was followed by the most frightful disorder; thus the usurpa-
tions of the rich, the brigandage of the poor, the unbridled passions of
all, stifling natural pity and the as yet weak voice of justice, made men
avaricious, ambitious, and evil. Between the right of the stronger and the
right of the first occupant there arose a perpetual conflict which ended
only in fights and murders. Nascent society gave way to the most horri-
ble state of war.”??

In the period of people coming together that precedes and conditions
the appearance of political life, the order, which is rather a disorder, but
which is nevertheless an order since it will provide the nucleus of politi-
cal order, forms itself around the hinge of domination—servitude. Rous-
seau’s rhetoric, like our finer feelings, must not blind us to the fact that
the two opposing groups in this articulation are equally deprived of le-
gitimacy, or legality, or moral justification, as one would say, in the eyes
of Rousseau the political philosopher. To the “usurpations” of the rich
corresponds the “brigandage” of the poor. To the “right of the stronger”
of the first, which is not a right, there corresponds the “right of the first
occupant” of the second, which in short is but an attenuated version of
the right of the stronger. Rousseau leaves us without any doubt: in a state
of war where “all” are prey to “unbridled passions,” no one, rich or
poor, is within his rights; justice is on neither side.

It would seem that this “horrible state of war” Rousseau speaks of ought
to have broken down these beginnings of coming together, definitively for-
bidding people to have access to social life, to form themselves into politi-
cal bodies. The opposite happened. The very gravity of the evil, the urgency
of the situation, led them “at last” to find the remedy, in any case a rem-
edy.?? No, the term “remedy” decidedly does not fit, since the root of evil
will not be removed, but on the contrary, so to speak, conserved. Only the
symptoms will be attenuated, at the same time masked and stabilized. The
patient will be kept alive, without seriously treating his illness but on the
contrary consolidating it, by consecrating it, that is, by institutionalizing it
as political justice or law. How can this be? How is one to conceive of this
process that is nothing less than the birth of political life?

Reason plays a decisive role in this process, reason conceived as “re-
flection” on the “situation” in which people found themselves. Here,
Rousseau is not content to say, as Aristotle had said, that the human is a
“rational animal” who is thus able “to reveal the advantageous and the
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harmful and hence also the just and the unjust.”?* (On this point, Hobbes
himself, as critical of Aristotle as he otherwise is, shares his perspective:
civic life flows from the action of the rational faculty of humans, a fac-
ulty that by Hobbes as well as Aristotle is attributed to humans in gen-
eral, or to humans as a species.)?* Reason may well be a general human
faculty; its actualization, its actual implementation, is first of all the act
of a particular group, which is the “few,” or, in the language of Rous-
seau, the “rich.”

Before attempting to see more precisely what Rousseau has in mind
and in order to help us overcome or master our nascent indignation at
the suggestion, in truth the affirmation that civic reason is in short the
invention of the rich, we need to measure the difficulty that Hobbes for
example had left us to face. Contrary to the impression that Hobbes’s
description of the state of nature wishes to produce, the fact that all hu-
mans share the same condition and find themselves in the state of war
makes it more difficult and not more easy to leave this state. To be sure,
everyone and all humans would equally have an interest in leaving it;
but everyone and all humans find themselves equally in a situation that
necessarily produces in them actions that extend and aggravate the state
of war. Who will have the intelligence or the boldness to raise them-
selves above their situation to conceive and propose to their companions
in misfortune, that is, to their enemies, what Hobbes calls “convenient
articles of peace”?

Thus Rousseau does not make political reason, justice, or law derive
from a general reflection on a general situation, from a gradually ex-
panding awareness of a situation that is disastrous for all. He makes it
emerge from a particular reflection on a particular situation within the
general calamitous situation. There is paradoxically an original bond
between reason and a certain particularity or partiality because reason
is reflection, that is, always in some fashion a return toward the self.
Such a return presupposes, then consolidates and consecrates, the exis-
tence of such a self. Thus public reason for its birth presupposes a par-
ticular group existing beforehand, a group whose particular situation
distinguishes and separates it from all others, a group whose situation is
particularly problematic. That group is the rich.

What is proper to the rich? Of course, it is the fact that they are rich.
Now that means that they are paradoxically more vulnerable than the
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others. They are more exposed than the others in a situation where “the
risk of life was common to all while the risk of goods was theirs
alone.”?® A few pages later, Rousseau makes us aware of the particular
sensibility of the rich as it derives from their specific vulnerability: “The
rich being so to speak vulnerable in every part of their goods, it was
much easier to harm them.”?” In short it is a question of surface. Like a
larger boat with a larger sail, don’t the rich expose a larger surface to the
winds and blasts of fortune? They are more exposed because they are
more extended.

The more extended being of the rich is thus decisive for the birth of
political reason. Such is the mystery of the city in full light: those who
are manifestly the strongest are at the same time and for that very rea-
son—it is the reverse side of their strength—the weakest. They have an
urgent need to utilize the strength of the others, to turn it to their advan-
tage. We now understand why, in the second prologue to the Discourse,
Rousseau could present the purpose of this work in the following terms:
“Precisely what, then, is at issue in this Discourse? To indicate in the
progress of things the moment when, right taking the place of violence,
nature was subjected to law; to explain by what sequence of marvels the
strong could resolve to serve the weak.”?® The poor of course are not
strong only because, deprived of goods, they carry their whole being
with them, unlike the rich whose goods give them so to speak a second
body, more extended than the first, and thus more vulnerable. But how
did the rich go about turning the strength of the poor to their advantage?

On first impression it appears indeed the result of a “marvel.” Since
the natural inclination of the poor is to pillage the rich, how could the
poor be brought to be the defenders of the rich? By persuasion? But how
could the rich persuade the poor, or even get them to listen? Indeed
Rousseau insists on this point: in no way can the rich justify their partic-
ular situation, their particular advantages. All the reasons they could
advance would in the end come down to their being the stronger. Yet they
are not the stronger since they are asking for help. And anyway, might
does not make right.

Rousseau shows how radical he is by reducing all the reasons ad-
vanced to justify the particular advantages to one version or another of
the right of the stronger. Even “labor,” which a few pages earlier was
said to be at the origin of the idea of property, is now dismissed in these
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terms: “by virtue of what do you presume to be paid at our expense for
work we did not impose on you?”?’ As one can see, Rousseau here turns
on its head the argument Locke put forth in favor of the rights of the
“industrious and rational” and against the “quarrelsome and conten-
tious.” In sum, he takes the side of the latter because in his eyes no right
can rest exclusively on what the beneficiary of that right is, or does. As he
is in the habit of doing, Rousseau gives his idea an extreme expression:
“Do you not know . . . that you needed express and unanimous consent
of the human race to appropriate for yourself anything from common
subsistence that exceeded your own?”3° One could state this more
calmly by saying that no particular reason can be truly valid unless it is
sustained and enveloped by the general or public reason. In this sense,
and in an unexpected way, while categorically affirming the original
dispersion of men and the artificial character of human reason, Rousseau
rediscovers the necessity and eminent dignity of common reason. Each
one of us lacks strength as well as reason. Each needs to be strengthened
and justified by public force and common reason.

The rich then, carried away by the “pleasure of domination,” cease-
lessly increase their goods, the “surface” of their domination and of their
weakness in the same proportion. I am mistaken in saying “the rich” in
the plural. They do not form a united group of equals susceptible of
joining their forces against the “brigandage of the poor.” Their “mutual
jealousies” prevent them from doing so. It is the rich person, the individ-
ual subject, and not the rich as a group that is the author of these “deci-
sive” reflections on the “situation.” How could it be otherwise in this
period of “nascent society” that tends irresistibly toward the “state of
war,” where each is pressed to first think of himself, where social groups
do not yet exist since society does not yet exist? How could parties exist
when the whole does not exist? The decisive reflection finally comes into
the mind of the rich man when he sees himself “alone against every-
body”: “the rich, pressed by necessity, finally conceived the most deliber-
ate project that ever entered the human mind. It was to use in his favor
the very forces of those who attacked him, to make his defenders out of
his adversaries, inspire them with other maxims, and give them other in-
stitutions which were as favorable to him as natural right was ad-
verse.”?! Never has a friend of the rich given him such striking and pen-
etrating praise as Rousseau has here.
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Nevertheless, as we read on, we soon ask ourselves if this move by the
rich was truly the exploit Rousseau has led us to conceive it to be. In
fact, after sketching, in a direct speech, what might have been the rich
man’s wondrously persuasive speech, Rousseau adds:

Far less than the equivalent of this discourse was necessary to win over
crude, easily seduced men, who in addition had too many disputes to
straighten out among themselves to be able to do without arbiters, and
too much avarice and ambition to be able to do without masters for
long. All ran to meet their chains thinking they secured their freedom, for
although they had enough reason to feel the advantages of a political es-
tablishment, they did not have enough experience to foresee its dangers.
Those most capable of anticipating the abuses were precisely those who
counted on profiting from them; and even the wise saw the necessity of
resolving to sacrifice one part of their freedom for the preservation of the
other, just as a wounded man has his arm cut off to save the rest of his
body.3?

Thus, what at first appeared as the brilliant initiative of the rich acting
individually in achieving this masterwork of persuasion now shows it-
self as a sort of unanimous chorus, with the poor being so easy to per-
suade that they run to their chains. The two aspects, in appearance con-
tradictory, must be kept in mind together. The kind of irresistible pull of
half-socialized people, or, more precisely, of people bound in the knot of
domination and servitude is clarified and resolved in the great act of re-
flection that Rousseau depicts in such solemn terms. Reflexive reason
emerges at the same time that nascent society takes shape by closing on
itself and becoming a properly political association. For Rousseau too,
people become rational at the same time that they become political.
This twofold and unique transformation takes place once people who
are still rude yet already dependent turn toward and bring their forces to
those few who, as a consequence of the extension of their being, are led
to imagine a still greater extension, one that envelops not only them-
selves and their goods but also themselves and others, the rich and the
poor, the few and the many, in short an extension that for the first time
envelops and defines a whole, that is, a city. In Rousseau’s eyes, the city
will never fully escape the partiality of its genesis. It results from a social
domination that it covers over and from which it does not cease to live.
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How could the common ever completely escape the partiality of the self,
of which it is but an extension produced by reflection?

Political Institution and Social Domination

The genesis of the city proposed by Rousseau is at the same time very
close to and very far from the one proposed by Vico. It is very close be-
cause, for both authors, the city is born of the few to whom the many
are joined. It is very different, notably because Vico gives a decisive role
to the “monarchic” unity represented by the “father” or the patrician
who is fiercer and more determined than the others and so capable of
leading his peers in confronting the famoli. Why does Rousseau not
have any place for this “monarchic” figure? As we have seen, he evokes
the “mutual jealousies” that prevent the rich from uniting by deferring
to the authority of one among them. Surely there is in this a phenomenon
abundantly documented in political and social history and that is not
Rousseau’s invention. But if Rousseau does not envisage this “monar-
chic” possibility, it is more generally because the “political numbers”—
not only the one, but also the few and many—lack substance of their
own and thus do not play a decisive causal role in his political analysis.
The rich themselves, who, as we have just seen, are at the origin of politi-
cal society, act only as rich individuals, and not as a group or class. The
decisive reflection that they inaugurate is that of the individual, whose
goods produce an extension of his own body along with the increased
vulnerability that this brings. “The most deliberate project that ever en-
tered the human mind” arose out of the condition and the reflection of
the rich individual.

It can seem artificial to make the city emerge out of individual domina-
tion. But, Rousseau could reply, one cannot say that the rich share a like
social or political position when there is as yet no society. They will hold
the same position, they will have something in common, after the city has
been formed to protect the individual domination of the rich, transform-
ing it into social domination. Rousseau’s thinking on this is subtler than
Marx’s. The latter made political authority the expression or instrument
of social domination. For Rousseau this is only half of the truth, for the
reverse is equally true, that social domination is the result and the effect
of the political institution as much as or more than its cause.
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However, even if it is a cause as much as or more than an effect, and
the political institution is essentially linked to social domination, it
could not really detach itself from it.3* The beginning of the city thus
contains its entire history, including its end. Since the point of the city is
to crystallize domination, its history is the history of ever-worse domi-
nation. The rich have the passions and thus the thoughts of the rich. The
poor have the passions and thus the thoughts of the poor. These disposi-
tions of both groups have no other future than to grow stronger, get
worse, and become embittered until “the last degree of inequality” is
attained.?* Finally, the city described by Rousseau has no properly po-
litical history. We need to pause on this point.

Let us consider anew the city’s point of origin, the overextended and
thus especially vulnerable rich. In order to erect the body politic that can
protect his own dangerously exposed body, the rich man turns to the
poor. Rousseau makes us listen to the rich man’s speech, the speech by
which he, so to speak, encompasses and turns the poor toward himself
and thereby regains possession of his own being. The rich man’s speech
protects his extended and vulnerable being. But what is this speech?

As we have seen, Rousseau presents it successively and indifferently as
supremely persuasive and as having no need at all to persuade, as doing
everything and as having so to speak nothing to do. Therein lies the vis-
ible fault line of his supremely competent, suggestive, persuasive descrip-
tion. Is this speech, which he says is decisive, truly a speech? A speech
that aims to persuade advances arguments and reasons. Before consider-
ing the nouns, I emphasize the verb. Unlike the inarticulate cry that is
simply expressive, and so is not really separate from the one who emits
it, articulated language, speech, detaches itself from the one who emits
it. Even when he seeks to express his most personal thought, even the
most self-interested if one likes, the speaker delivers to his audience some-
thing that escapes him and over which they immediately have power.
Speech exposes in more than one sense. This is why it is so difficult to
speak in public. Everyone is “timid” in public, because everyone is natu-
rally afraid to put himself in view. Arguments open a space over which
the one making them has no mastery. Speaking draws one out of oneself,
and when one is outside oneself, one is exposed and threatened.

These very elementary remarks suffice in any case to establish that the
speech of the rich, from the start exclusively meant to protect him,
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exposes him in another way even if at first it achieves its intended result.
He has entered the domain of argumentation over which he has no mas-
tery. He is, as I have said, outside himself. He is decentered. This pro-
foundly modifies the human geometry that Rousseau has presented us
with. By the imagination that identifies him with his property, which is
more extended than his own body, the rich man remains at the center of
the sensible surface of his being. He only lacks the forces to defend it,
the forces he persuades the poor to bring to him. But Rousseau neglects
the fact that, once he has begun to speak, the rich man necessarily trans-
forms this situation. Hence his speech, starting admittedly from the
center of his sensible being, aims at and defines another center, which is
the point where the poor, moved by its persuasive power, congregate.
These two centers come together, it will be said, since it is toward him-
self and for himself that the rich man unites the forces of the poor. Yes,
but as the hypothetical speech elaborated by Rousseau himself indicates,
the rich man directs the gaze of the poor toward this “supreme power”
whose function is certainly to protect him,*® but that conjures the im-
age of a common point that is distinct from each individual and the guar-
antor of general concord. However favorable it may be to the interest of
the rich man, the city has a center of its own that is distinct from the
center of identification to which the rich man seeks to relate everything.
The speech that is meant to close the circle of domination is constantly
reopening it. At least it necessarily always holds this possibility.

The objection T am raising to Rousseau could be summarized in the
following way. Let us allow that the rich person, who is the owner, be-
comes a citizen in order to be assured of his ownership. But once he is a
citizen he is no longer simply an owner. Citizenship cannot be only a
means; it is a new determination of being. Let us also allow that once he
is a citizen, the rich man still thinks only of himself, of his property, his
goods, but he must nevertheless take into account this new extension of
his being that civic life implies. Perhaps against his inclination his soul is
open to a possibility that it cannot again close at will.

Precisely because he is so convincing, or so persuasive, in his descrip-
tion of the soul as capable of extension, or expansion, Rousseau makes
us sense all the more the limits of a thesis that would make the more
extended soul—the soul of the citizen—the instrument of the less ex-
tended soul, the soul of the owner. In other words, he makes us sense the



90 THE ORIGINAL EXPERIENCE OF THE CITY

limits of a thesis—his own—that would imply that the political
arguments—the arguments of political justice—are simply or ultimately
what today we call rationalizations. Assuming that the activity of reason
begins as rationalization, its development necessarily emancipates it
from this beginning. As we have seen, public speech draws the speaker
out of himself. Each speaks to defend his interest, to justify himself, to
account for his position, of course; but how each one, persuaded of the
rightness of his view, is unpersuasive. The argument that seemed to him
irrefutable is thrown back at him as confused, or contradictory, or im-
moral. He lives mainly with those who share his condition and his opin-
ions; he strives to avoid encountering others and their inadmissible
opinions, but neither side can change the fact that they share the same
city. Both want only to win but willy-nilly there emerges a dialogue
among them, though often superficial and brutal, about political justice.
They largely use the same terms and notions even if at first not with the
same meaning or the same intentions: merit, equal, unequal, just, unjust,
and so on. Their partisan notions communicate enough to constitute a
public layout that is somewhat intelligible to each, and in the end more
acceptable, more “reasonable,” than the partisan admits to himself.

Are we capable of perfectly selfless thinking in the city? I do not know.
We can even grant to Rousseau that a negative answer is very plausible,
that the rich, as I have said, have the passions, and therefore the thoughts,
of the rich; the poor the passions, and therefore the thoughts, of the poor.
But both are constrained, and thus able, to live together, in some way to
share the same city. How? Why? Because reason, however partisan its
ordinary arguments may be, is more extended than the most extended
imagination of the richest proprietor. The most extended imagination
has its center in the body itself, in the sentiment of self, the sentiment of
the existence of the human individual, whereas the least active reason,
the one most constrained by the needs, the passions, the sentiment of the
self, involves a decentering movement toward a point that exists only
through it, the point of justice or the common good. Becoming a citizen
and becoming a rational agent in this sense go together. Reason is not
reducible to the activity of rationalization for the same cause that citi-
zenship is not reducible to property or the protection of property.

These considerations incite us to invert Rousseau’s approach. Rous-
seau reduced the civic debate to the prepolitical confrontation, devoid of
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any justice, between the rights of the stronger and the rights of the first
occupant. Let us try to reestablish its political meaning. It is always a
matter of having or not having, of belonging to the “haves” or the “have
nots.” But the deployment of these two possibilities in the framework of
the city modifies their nature and meaning. The rich are not content to
enjoy their property that is now solidly theirs, to taste the pleasure of
declaring themselves the legitimate possessors of their considerable
goods; they argue from their property to claim exclusive government
of the city. The poor, on their side, are not content to remind the rich
that they are there and have the right to be there; they explain that being
there—being citizens—is the necessary but sufficient condition to having
a share in the government of the city. The elements are the same as in the
situation described by Rousseau, but everything has changed because
the whole has changed, or rather because there now is a whole: the city.
One can well say that social domination remains the fundamental fact,
but the meaning of this fact has changed. Whereas in the prepolitical
state the “social” situation was the principle and the goal of all human
movements, in the civic state of the city, it is also the starting point
of a vast and very complex, an unprecedented category of human
movements, those that are proper to the citizen. And the city, or the
public thing or the common good, is the object and the goal of these
movements.

Once again, Rousseau overlooks, so to speak, this second movement.
Very attentive and even prodigiously sensitive to social domination, he
overlooks the class struggle and its political dynamism. For him social
domination is present at the beginning and at the end without any devel-
opment other than its aggravation. He does not cease to emphasize the
reality of the rich and the poor, but he does not show us the two groups
engaged in and mobilized by the movement of the question of who gov-
erns and by what authority or what right. Yet this is the question that
frees men from the repetition of domination and makes them enter po-
litical history, an open history. Even if at first it is for themselves, for
their own interests, that the rich and the poor want to govern, engage-
ment in the debate over the question of who governs draws both groups
out of their social nature to engage them in the properly political adven-
ture. Why is Rousseau so little open to this perspective, or even why
does he so carefully exclude it? Let us read what he has to tell us on this
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score in the framework of the very city of which he proudly proclaims
himself a citizen.

As is well known, the Second Discourse opens with a very lengthy
dedication “To the Republic of Geneva” and its magistrates. This text is
among other things a careful description of contemporary Geneva as a
perfect or nearly perfect city or republic. Not long before, the city of his
birth experienced lively and even violent dissensions between the few
and the many, disorders about which Rousseau was surely perfectly well
informed. This evocation of Geneva is thus the expression of a wish
more than the description of a reality. In a manner that is flattering to
the Genevans, Rousseau strives to reconcile the democratic and the aris-
tocratic parties by sketching the great traits of a republic where the le-
gitimate demands of both would be satisfied. This dedication is in sum
the “elegy” of the one who would be the Solon of Geneva. Thus Rous-
seau’s entire political philosophy as a practical science is sketched in
these few pages that give us a clear enough idea of what he understood
as a “wisely tempered democratic government.” Such a regime binds
tightly together the strictest equality between the few and the many with
the fullest deference of the many toward the few who are the legitimate
magistrates, a deference to which the magistrates answer in turn with “a
kind of gratitude.” This extraordinarily tight knot of social affects is
perfectly described in the following sentence: “It does not behoove me
and, thank heaven, it is not necessary to speak to you of the consider-
ation which can be expected from you by men of that stamp: your
equals by education as well as by the rights of nature and of birth; your
inferiors by their will and by the preference they owe your merit, which
they have accorded it, and for which you owe them in turn a kind of
gratitude.”3®

This republic of Geneva bears little resemblance to the nascent city
of the Second Discourse. The two communities however share a very
striking trait: they have no class struggle. In the virtuous city as in the
one born of corruption, there is full consent to inequality—a consent
resulting from the deception of the rich and the vices of the poor in the
first case, from the merit of the rich and the virtue of justice of the
poor in the second, but a full consent in both cases. Once again, Rous-
seau detests, one is tempted to say he censures, class struggle even as
he places class domination at the center of his perspective, even as this
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“democrat” proclaims an iron law of the oligarchy. Admittedly, when
the people rise up, they have the right to do so, but then they become a
seditious populace; they give free rein to their cupidity, their injustice,
their self-esteem; they start to resemble the rich. One could say it is
by their deference for the rich, when these merit it ever so little, that
the poor rise above their condition, and in truth above even that of the
rich.

To summarize this point: although Rousseau is so to speak obsessed
by the problem of inequality, he does not consider class struggle for it-
self. He sees in it only a mode, which is particularly antipathetic to him,
of the corruption induced by inequality. The phenomenon of inequality
that interests him, the one he studies in the Second Discourse, is the
one that runs though an otherwise homogeneous society and involves
the mediation of individual psychology, not of class psychology: “If this
were the place to go into details, I would easily explain how, even with-
out the involvement of government, inequality of credit and authority
becomes inevitable between individuals as soon as, united in the same
society, they are forced to make comparisons between themselves and to
take into account differences they find in the continual use they have to
make of one another.”3”

The phenomenon that Rousseau does not consider or that he wishes
to prevent is the movement by which each class separates itself, affirms
itself, becomes aware of itself, and claims for itself all or part of the po-
litical power. This movement, to be sure, is the effect and the cause of all
sorts of passions that Rousseau has good grounds for wanting to pre-
vent. But these movements of the soul are also motivated, amplified, and
finally corrected by the rational arguments that the different classes ad-
vance in support of their political claims.

In the Geneva that Rousseau limns, the knot that binds the classes is
so tightly tied that each is held in a happy immobility where it can enjoy
itself. The envy of the poor is precluded by their deference to the rich;
the disdain of the rich is precluded by their gratitude to the poor: the
alienating passions thus deprived of nurture, each person can be what he
is and give himself over to the sentiment of existence without any trou-
ble. But this is not how things happen, including at Geneva, as Rousseau
knew very well. The rational animal does not let himself be immobilized
in this way.
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The Two Democracies

The members of the nascent city are thus distributed and divided into
two great categories: the rich, whose imagination extends widely be-
yond their own body and who experience a prideful satisfaction from
this extension of their being; and the poor, whose imagination is con-
stricted within the limits of their own body, a body whose integrity is at
times wounded by heavy work and privations, and its appearance by
shabby and worn clothing, and who from this constriction of their being
experience a variable mixture of humiliation, resentment, and anger. As
they become aware of their citizenship, the rich see themselves as and
want to be members of a city of the rich—only the rich, of course, are
truly citizens; the poor see themselves and want to be members of a city
of the poor—only the poor, of course, are truly citizens since the rich can
purchase their stay in any city whatever. But however selfish and partial
the members of both groups may be, however their passions and under-
takings may be rooted in the identifying imagination—we alone are the
city!—there necessarily emerges between them a debate on the defini-
tion of the city. Perhaps in spite of themselves they are more than what
they are.

The rich person wants more than to guard or increase his property.
The poor person wants more than to seize the property of the rich or
have it distributed. The rich wants to set the tone for the city, to be rec-
ognized as one of its first citizens. The poor wants to have a share in the
city, to participate in it, to give his opinion with as much right as the rich,
in short to be recognized in his dignity as a citizen. The movement of
politicization, by which the one and the other become citizens, trans-
forms the nearly animal confrontation between those who have and
those who have not—it is “animal” because the sentiment of the body
plays such a large role in it—into a contest over “honors” or “dignity.”
The city engenders itself in this movement where cupidity develops into
pride. The city takes its form from the development of the human form.
In the city, one constitutes oneself by deploying and moving through
one’s being from the body to the soul.

Let us take a closer look at the process by which the city extricates
itself from the social domination in which it is rooted. What makes one
worthy of governing is, to begin with, in the eyes of society’s members
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who are necessarily partisan, a social quality, a “prepolitical” quality,
which is chiefly wealth or free birth. Then as the city emerges, as the
polis becomes, if I dare say, more political, what makes one worthy of
governing is more and more a properly political quality that Aristotle
calls precisely political virtue.?® This movement from partisan claim to
political virtue is described in the most sober and at the same time sub-
tlest manner in book 3 of the Politics. Let us briefly consider the heart of
the argument in chapters 9 to 13.

Aristotle, as we shall see, is not the enemy of democracy, but he is very
different from the modern democrats, or republicans, who are terribly
concerned with our morality, hound our egoism or our individualism, and
summon us in a pressing way to all kinds of sacrifices. Aristotle is more
preoccupied with the limits of our intellect than with the weaknesses or
vices of our will. (This is why reading him is so calming and so enlight-
ening.) The problem with us, he says, is that, rich or poor, we judge ill of
our own affairs and that both parties “by speaking to a point of a kind
of justice in a sense, consider themselves to be speaking about justice
simply.”3 Each partisan thesis on justice has its own limits, which Aris-
totle discloses without any polemical bitterness. What interests us here is
the limit that they share, so to speak, the defect that is common to both.
They are arrows shot with vigor (the vigor of the conviction that one is
right), but they do not hit the target; they fall short of it, for the archers
aim too close. The theses that are directed to the city do not reach the
city. Aristotle’s critique is very simple and very effective. The word “cri-
tique” is almost too aggressive. Aristotle does not oppose an impartial
ideal to these diverse partisan claims. He limits himself to showing how
these claims outline cities that do not resemble the city—not the ideal
city but those same cities we have under our eyes. It is the city itself, the
very phenomenon of the city, what “we see every day,” as Montesquieu
would have said, that constitutes the critique of these partisan theses on
the city.

More precisely, these partisan theses imply and outline associations
where the holding of things in common, the degree of commonality, if 1
may say, is visibly inferior to that of the city. The city of the oligarchs,
for example, resembles a joint-stock company: to each according to his
capital. It is not truly a city. As for the city of the democrats, it resembles

more “an alliance to prevent their suffering injustice from anyone.”*
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One could also call a “city” a zone of commercial exchange or a forum
of intermarriages. In all these cases, the life of the “city” has nothing
properly civic. Yet the city, since it exists, must have a life of its own. “Po-
litical life”—the life of the polis—must have a content of its own. What is
this content? We know Aristotle’s answers: sharing in happiness (“to me-
techein eudaimonias”), life according to deliberate choice (“to zén kata
proairesin”), or life for the sake of noble actions (“ton kalon praxeon
charin”).#!

These affirmations of Aristotle are justified, in any case clarified, else-
where in his political writings, especially in Nicomachean Ethics. At the
same time we cannot help thinking that Aristotle makes a leap here. We
are convinced that the city has a life of its own, but we are perplexed when
it comes to the definition of this life: are there not as many different po-
litical lives as there are cities, at least types of cities? The more competent
one is, it seems, the more one is able to distinguish the types of cities, as
does Montesquieu:

Although all states have the same purpose in general, which is to maintain
themselves, yet each state has a purpose that is peculiar to it. Expansion
was the purpose of Rome; war, that of Lacedaemonia; religion, that of the
Jewish laws; commerce, that of Marseilles; public tranquility, that of the
laws of China; navigation, that of the laws of the Rhodians; natural liberty
was the purpose of the police of the savages; in general, the delights of the
prince are the purpose of the despotic states; his glory and that of his state,
that of monarchies; the independence of each individual is the purpose of
the laws of Poland, and what results from this is the oppression of all.

There is also one nation in the world whose constitution has political
liberty for its direct purpose.*?

Moreover, Aristotle suggests as much, when, after recalling that a city
is “the partnership of families and villages in a complete and self-
sufficient life,” he adds immediately, “this, we assert, is living happily
and nobly.”* “We assert” can refer to the particular doctrine of Aristo-
tle and his school but also to the current usage of the Greek language at
the time, in which case eudaimonia and kalon become for us words that
strictly speaking cannot be translated, words that have their full mean-
ing only in a Greek mouth and for Greek ears. It would then be incom-
petent to want to generalize or universalize Aristotle’s theses. However,
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these reservations and questions, which need to be kept in mind, must
not prevent us from considering more precisely the elements of Aristotle’s
answer—namely, “deliberate choice,” “happiness,” and “noble actions”—
and to attempt, not to generalize them, but at least to appropriate them
to ourselves.

With “deliberate choice” we have no difficulty in principle, even if we
do not necessarily understand it as Aristotle did. We are in an element
familiar to us, we who aspire to a rational society and who strive to un-
derstand individual and collective life on the model of the rational agent.
The rational agent, the rationally organized society, presupposes of
course self-government and civic life. On all these points, we are squarely
with Aristotle. However, one must not overlook an important difference.
For Aristotle, deliberate choice finds its most proper framework in politi-
cal life. Now, in what way is political life more “proairetic” than, for
example, economic life? We would rather think the contrary, we who
often demand that the country be governed, no, “managed like a busi-
ness,” which suggests that business leaders act rationally while politi-
cians are moved by passions, by ideologies, or simply a too-pressing de-
sire to be reelected. However, even without going further into the subject,
it is not difficult to discern at least some of the reasons why Aristotle saw
in political life the framework par excellence of proairesis. In a word,
the stakes here are vaster than in any other domain, since they concern
the whole, the life and death of the whole. There is a qualitative differ-
ence between the failure of a business and the disappearance or destruc-
tion of a State. Hence it is in political life that the latitude for action is
the greatest and “deliberate choice” encounters the most anguishing un-
certainties. The latitude for action is so great and the “deliberate choice”
so uncertain that citizens never stop splitting into opposing, even enemy
parties. Perhaps, when we call for the country to be governed “like a busi-
ness,” we are in truth backing off before the breadth of political possibili-
ties that proairesis strives to master.

The other element belonging to political life according to Aristotle is
“happiness” and “noble actions.” On this point, we are squarely skepti-
cal, or worse. We willingly say, like Benjamin Constant, “Leave justice to
the government, we will take charge of our happiness.” Or if the govern-
ment is to concern itself with our happiness, let it be to guarantee our
“inalienable rights”—according to the Declaration of Independence of
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the United States—“to the pursuit of happiness.” As for nobility,** what
is more relative, more subjective in our eyes? Do we imagine an election
platform that would promise us “noble, beautiful actions”? At the same
time, it is not impossible for us to give a political meaning and signifi-
cance to this notion. After all, the noble, or the beautiful, is what many
people admire; likewise, what many do together rarely lacks a certain
nobility, or beauty. In this sense, what is more noble than a common ac-
tion or an action for the common? What is more noble, or beautiful,
than the city? And the beauties of art will be found eminently in the
faithful imitation of great common things or things made for the com-
mon, particularly great actions. Whereas the Greeks situated beauty in
things themselves, we situate it more in the eye of the beholder or the
artist, and thus beauty for us is divorced from any explicit idea of great-
ness: since beauty is in our eyes, the smallest things—for example, three
plums in a fruit bowl—can be the most beautiful. But if we detach our-
selves even a little from the complacency or laziness of the spectator,
from the desire that everything be smaller than our view, we will find
meaning in the series of notions that are joined in Aristotle’s definition:
self-sufficiency, perfection, happiness, and beauty. Herein human life
gathers itself, and the notions just enumerated are so many aspects of
this gathering. Those who make the greatest contribution to this gather-
ing contribute most to the city, and for that they are said to have more
“political virtue.”*

Of course this gathering is not a given. It must be instituted. The dif-
ferent modes of this institution are the different regimes. We are back to
the few and the many. I will not repeat how the city is rooted in the so-
cial division and strives to overcome it, although always imperfectly. But
it remains for me to underline a capital aspect of the process. The true
city comes into being, or rather strives to exist, through the effort of the
many to have a share in the city of the few. In this sense politicization is
identical with democratization, the city with democracy, more exactly
with the movement toward the democratic regime. But pay attention. It
is not just any “many” that is capable of having a share in the true city,
the city that also has room for the few who are rich and the fewer yet who
are “excellent” or “virtuous.” This is the circle of the city and the democ-
racy that Aristotle explores with incomparable tact in these developments
of book 3: the city in which the people do not participate is not a true
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city, but in order for the people to participate in the city without de-
stroying it, it must be rendered capable of having such a part. The good
city educates the people who are capable of sharing in the life of the city.

The modern political cycle took up, broadened, and profoundly trans-
formed the Greek political cycle. In both cases, to be sure, the vector of
political history is a vector of democratization. But in the modern Euro-
pean nations, unlike what took place in the Greek cities, the confronta-
tion between the many and the few was decisively mediated by the one,
that is, by the State, which was at first royal and later republican, but
always “monarchical.” This active interposition of the State has very
deep consequences that are not yet exhausted. The people ceased to be
the many to become simply all. In the eyes of the One, all became the
people, all were equal. The modern State signifies, by imposing it, this
plane of equality on which we have been living for two or three centuries—
the plane of equal human rights, the plane of the equal or similar human
condition. Henceforth, the few as few no longer have any admissible
claim. Any political or moral argument, any human argument, is accept-
able only if it can be generalized or universalized. Henceforth democ-
racy is the only legitimate political regime.

Must we then lament the fate of the few? Not exactly. Unlike what
took place in the Greek city, the poor no longer massacre the rich, with
rare exceptions (in nineteenth-century France it was even rather the re-
verse), and above all the rich can at last become as rich as they desire. No
more sumptuary laws. How did this come about? Social and political
life, that until then was intent on distinguishing and affirming one or
another version of the “noble life,” turned to the “relief of man’s estate,”
the “bettering of human condition,” through the work of all. But if ev-
eryone’s task becomes the improvement of everyone’s condition, or of
the general human condition, then the differences of condition among
men lose their organizing power. It now is a matter of accumulating
goods and services in order—in Hobbes’s striking expression—“to as-
sure for ever the way of [our] future desire.” Now, it was the chance of
the rich, or, if one wishes, the few, that such an accumulation has no
more effective instrument than the capitalist system embodied in the
joint-stock company. You will recall that this is what for Aristotle de-
fines the oligarchic idea—partial and partisan, but only up to a certain
point—of the city. This oligarchic city triumphs usefully, under the form
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of capitalism, in the midst of democracy. This industrial oligarchy is not
as such linked to a particular political framework: its natural domain of
action is the world, the world market. Of course, as a consequence of its
inclusion in a democracy, this oligarchy ignores the privilege of birth. Its
members include anyone who exercises the skills that the market needs.

Thus, in the contemporary system democracy has overflowed the lim-
its of the city—I mean the nation. Equality triumphs in this unlimited
democracy where everyone is like everyone else. But oligarchy too has
overflowed the limits of the city, or the nation, and inequality triumphs
in this competition where there is no limit to the price we are prepared
to pay for the people that we prize. In brief, all are equal and everyone
has his price.

The problem then is not precisely that society is too equal, to the point
where there are no more differences—even if this critique of “the Right”
is not without reasons—nor that it is too unequal—even if this critique
of “the Left” is also not without reasons. It is rather that this equality
and this inequality are deployed in two parallel affirmations that en-
velop the whole human world but that never meet, so to speak, or do so
less and less since they more and more overflow the framework of any
possible meaningful dialogue—the properly political framework. I would
like to conclude on this point.

All of us today live under a twofold and contradictory challenge to be
as equal as possible, ever more equal, ever more alike; and to be as un-
equal as possible, ever achieving more, ever more “valuable.” Now these
two modes of humanity—it is not without reason that I employ Spino-
za’s language—no longer have a political structure—a form and a
regime—capable of combining them in good proportion. They mix only
in the individual subject who, as I have just said, is constantly chal-
lenged to show signs of equality as well as inequality. The hero of our
time is both compassionate and competitive. To be compassionate but
competitive, to be competitive but compassionate: such is the twofold
imperative under which we strive to advance.

Now, does the pressure of this imperative form a truly complete or at
least a sufficiently defined human type to give a form or a physiognomy
to contemporary democratic humanity? Most of the earlier human types
rested on the social division they transfigured. Their moral disposition
was both a refinement and a correction of a social position. The master,
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educated to greatness, corrected by justice or humanity, became the pa-
trician worthy and capable of governing, or could even become simply
the magnanimous person. The servant, educated to obedience, straight-
ened up by pride, became the citizen worthy and capable of sharing in
government, or could even become simply the just person, or the moral
person. These notations are excessively summary. What I mean to say is
that equality as well as inequality entered into the composition of our
moral being only by explicitly taking one another into account and in
two ways: by defining one against the other, and by allowing one to be
corrected by the other. Henceforth, equality and inequality are detached
from this reciprocal conditioning, and thus are affirmed uncondition-
ally: they claim the whole human being, one as the principle of identifi-
cation, and the other as the principle of differentiation. The individual is
indeed freed from the necessity of being master or servant, from the
trying confrontation of the few and the many, but is rent by the agoniz-
ing contrast between a boundless equality and an unlimited inequality.
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ROME AND THE GREEKS

Our inquiry is propelled and oriented by the question of political forms.
The two great political forms, the two mother forms of the ancient world,
are the city and the empire. They are the mother forms, but they are also
the polar forms: the city is the narrow framework of a restless life in
liberty; the empire is the immense domain of a peaceful life under a mas-
ter. It is fairly obvious that it is impossible to pass directly from one
form to another. In the Greek world, if the empire of Alexander “suc-
ceeded” the city, it did not come out of one or the other of the two domi-
nant cities, Athens and Sparta, or Thebes, but it came out of the “tribal
monarchy” of Macedonia. It is moreover a sort of general rule, a law of
the physics of political forms, that they do not directly transform them-
selves one into the other. We have the example close to us of Europe it-
self: the modern nations were born not of the medieval cities but of
those strange political bodies that were the national monarchies, pro-
duced by a political operator proper to Europe, the “Christian mon-
arch.” The Greek historical experience, like the European experience, es-
tablishes that the political forms are truly forms; that is, if they each
indeed have their genesis, they are not moments or aspects of a process;
they exist by themselves and from one to the other there is not continu-
ity but rupture. Now, there is one exception to this rule or law, a unique
example of a political form transforming itself directly into another po-
litical form, of a city transforming itself directly into an empire. At Rome,
or starting from Rome and under the name of Rome, a properly unique
political phenomenon developed, a phenomenon contrary to the ontology
itself of politics—I dare say—namely, the effective and direct continuity
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and communication between the two mother and opposed forms, the
city and the empire.

Why was the development of Rome, which also began as a city, so dif-
ferent from that of Athens? This is a question that historians necessarily
encounter but that is rarely treated as a theme by political science, al-
though it touches on a fundamental question of political order. Wherein
resides the difference between the dynamics of Athens and those of Rome?
This is the question we need to raise.

Athens and Rome

For this “comparative political physics” inquiry, we can start from a
very revealing phenomenon of opinion: in spite of the terrible calamities
attached to its history, Rome enjoyed an immense prestige across the
centuries, whereas in spite of the glory of its philosophers and artists,
Athens was never considered as a political object worthy of imitation or
even, before the nineteenth century, of admiration. We find a particu-
larly eloquent expression of this unequal treatment in the document that
lays out and justifies the first republican foundation of modern times,
The Federalist Papers.!

Let us take Federalist number 9, written by Hamilton, and read the
first paragraph:

A firm union will be of the utmost moment to the peace and liberty of the
States as a barrier against domestic faction and insurrection. It is impossi-
ble to read the history of the petty republics of Greece and Italy without
feeling sensations of horror and disgust at the distractions with which they
were continually agitated, and at the rapid succession of revolutions by
which they were kept in a state of perpetual vibration between the ex-
tremes of tyranny and anarchy. If they exhibit occasional calms, these only
serve as short-lived contrasts to the furious storms that are to succeed. If
now and then intervals of felicity open themselves to view, we behold them
with a mixture of regret, arising from the reflection that the pleasing scenes
before us are soon to be overwhelmed by the tempestuous waves of sedi-
tion and party rage. If momentary rays of glory break forth from the
gloom, while they dazzle us with a transient and fleeting brilliancy, they at
the same time admonish us to lament that the vices of government should
pervert the direction and tarnish the luster of those bright talents and ex-
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alted endowments for which the favored soils that produced them have
been so justly celebrated.?

The political judgment is unequivocal: “perpetual vibration between the
extremes of tyranny and anarchy.”

I next cite number 1o of The Federalist Papers, written by Madison:
“From this view of the subject it may be concluded that a pure democ-
racy, by which I mean a society consisting of a small number of citizens,
who assemble and administer the government in person, can admit of
no cure for the mischief of faction.”3

No cure! A little later, Madison explains that, thanks to political repre-
sentation, we are in a position to remedy the otherwise incurable malady
of democracy: “A republic, by which I mean a government in which the
scheme of representation takes place, opens a different prospect and
promises the cure for which we are seeking.” And he explains how a re-
public differs from a pure democracy—what we would call, rather, di-
rect democracy: “The two great points of difference between a democ-
racy and a republic are: first, the delegation of the government, in the
latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater
number of citizens and greater sphere of country over which the latter
may be extended.”*

We cannot here dwell on the very interesting question of representa-
tive government, the great modern political invention. Let us stay with
the comparison between Athens and Rome. We have seen that Hamilton
did not include Rome in the “petty republics of Greece and Italy.” It is
not that he necessarily had much sympathy for Rome, which, in Federal-
ist number 6, he said, “was never sated of carnage and conquest.” But
Rome no doubt constituted a different case since, in Federalist number
34, after analyzing an apparently damning flaw of Roman political
institutions—the fact that legislative authority resided in two indepen-
dent legislatures representing opposing interests, the Comitia Centuriata
and the Comitia Tributa—Hamilton concludes: “And yet these two leg-
islatures coexisted for ages, and the Roman republic attained to the pin-
nacle of human greatness.” Whatever its faults or vices, Rome was not
petty.

If we wanted to give a somewhat more complete idea of the Founding
Fathers’ appreciation of Rome, we would need to cite Federalist number
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63, probably by Madison, one of the papers devoted to proving the use-
fulness of a senate.

Our point here is not so much to recapitulate the opinion of Rome
held by the wisest republicans of modern times, but to gauge the disdain
they had for Athens as a political body. We cannot of course be content
with this opinion, however authoritative it may be. We cannot be con-
tent to say that a city like Athens was prey to factions and perpetually
oscillating between tyranny and anarchy, which besides is not accurate,
as the indications I gave in part I suffice to suggest. We need to form a
somewhat more precise idea of what Athens was politically. Without in
the least entering into a historical account, we must attempt to recover
the dynamic scheme of Athenian history. We will in that way have a term
of comparison that will then permit us to better grasp what the Roman
political development had that was its own and unique.

Athens and Rome had many traits in common, both being indepen-
dent cities and free republics. What did they have most in common—
what trait, what characteristic? As Plato noted, “each [city] is very many
cities, but not a city. . . . There are two, in any case, warring with each
other, one of the poor, the other of the rich.”® In modern terms, we
would say that the principle of movement, in both Athens and Rome,
was class struggle, or class warfare. But this warfare took very different
forms in the two cases. Let us first consider the history of Athens in this
perspective.

The most suggestive summary of the political history of Athens, and
the most enlightening for our purpose, is to be found in Aristotle’s Con-
stitution of Athens. In the text that we have (the beginning of the treatise
is lost), Aristotle’s exposition begins with Solon. Solon, he tells us, “was
the first to become a leader of the people [tou démou prostates].”” Be-
fore the reforms he introduced, there were dissensions between the nobil-
ity and the people. The regime—e politeia—was in effect oligarchic: the
poor, with their wives and children, were slaves, or serfs—edoulenon—of
the rich. In Aristotle’s striking terms, “they had, so to speak, no share in
anything [oudenos . . . metechontes].”® It comes as no surprise that the
people should revolt against the nobles, and that dissensions became vio-
lent. Finally, the two parties, by common agreement, chose Solon as me-
diator and archon, and entrusted the State—ten politeian—to him. This
happened just when he had composed a poem—an “elegy”—on the situ-
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ation of his country, in which, Aristotle says, “he fights for both parties
against both parties.”’

There would be no profit for our purpose in discussing Aristotle’s ex-
position in detail. I would like only to bring out a few points. Aristotle
notes that Solon “in general attaches the blame for the conflict [stasis] to
the rich.”1% A little further, commenting on a charge against Solon—in
brief he was accused of “insider trading”—Aristotle says that “the ver-
sion of the friends of the people appears much more trustworthy.”!! And
he makes a list of the democratic measures Solon promulgated for the
people’s relief. The most famous is certainly the cancellation of debts
(seisachtheia). In emphasizing the most democratic traits of Solon’s con-
stitution, Aristotle accords a particular place to the right of appeal to a
jury court, for, he says, when the people are master of the vote in the
courts, they become the masters of the State—“kurios tés politeias.”!?
Solon’s most proper trait is the fact that he was at once the leader of the
people and the impartial arbiter or mediator between the people and the
rich or nobles. As such he provides the key—the tonic key—of all the sub-
sequent political history of Athens. From that time onward, Athens moves
in the direction of democracy, that is, a democracy that is ever more demo-
cratic, with its best citizens seeking just arbitration between the pretentions
of the few and those of the many. Rome will organize the same elements—
the rich, the poor, and their dissensions—in a different way and above all
will propel them with an altogether different movement.

The leitmotif of the account of Athens’s development after Solon’s
reforms is indicated by the adjectives and verbs deriving from the noun
demos—for example, the verb demagbégein—the most revealing mor-
phology being the comparative or superlative of the adjective demo-
tikos—“popular.” The winner is always the one who is the more demo-
tikos. Aristotle then carefully describes—this is the second knot of the
account—how Pisistratus introduced tyranny in Athens. The question of
the tyrant and tyranny in Greek political experience and reflection is
obviously very complex, with extremely diverse political phenomena
falling under these terms. As is well known, the psychology of the tyrant
and the tyrannical man was of great interest to the Greek philosophers,
in particular Plato.!3 It also greatly interested the tragic poets whom
Plato otherwise blames because “they [made] hymns to tyranny.”* It is
not necessary here to enter into the quarrel between philosophy and
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poetry that was so important for the Greek philosophers. We can, I be-
lieve, without being rash, summarize the “Greek perspective” on tyr-
anny in the following verse of Sophocles: “Pride breeds the tyrant [hu-
bris phuteuei turannon].”!* Now, precisely, it seems that Pisistratus was
not by nature very “hubristic.” He employed the techniques of tyranny,
and he contributed in some way to make them “classical,” without him-
self being a truly tyrannical man. In any case Aristotle emphasizes that
Pisistratus’s government of Athens “was moderate . .. and more like a
constitutional government than like a tyranny.” He was even “benevo-
lent [philanthrépos] and kind and readily forgave those who had com-
mitted an offense,”!® to such a point that it became a current expression
to say that the tyranny of Pisistratus had been the Golden Age,!'” for,
when his sons succeeded him, tyranny became much more harsh.

The point for us to note here is that although Pisistratus at the start of
his career aroused the hostility of Solon, who alerted the Athenians to
his tyrannical aims, all in all he practiced the policy that the legislator
had formulated and undertaken, that is, a moderate policy aimed at a
certain impartiality—“the majority both of the nobles and of the com-
”18__and for that very reason including a
democratic tone. To grasp the political meaning of Greek tyranny, we

mon people were in his favor

can compare it with the modern State. Between the two there is at least
a functional analogy. In both cases it is a matter of introducing a media-
tion between the many and the few and thus of opening the possibility
of a properly political or public action by putting an end to the paraly-
sis induced by class conflict. For example, Pisistratus initiated various
“public works.” Of course, in both cases the mediation was accompa-
nied by extreme ambivalence. The ancient tyrant, like the modern State,
can go from the greatest good to the greatest evil, can be an almost divine
benefactor—I’Etat providence as the French call the welfare state—or
on the contrary a destructive monster (Nietzsche famously characterized
the modern State as “the coldest of all cold monsters”). Tyranny was the
instrument or the means by which the Greek city was democratized, as
the modern State was the instrument of the equalization of conditions in
Europe. With this equalization or democratization there comes in both
cases a certain depoliticization: the State as well as the tyrant tends to
monopolize public action, sending the citizen back to private affairs.
Aristotle explains that Pisistratus loaned money to the poor so that they
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could earn their living by working on their farms: thus, they would not
spend their time in the city but would on the contrary live dispersed over
the whole territory; and, being moderately at ease and preoccupied by
their own affairs, they would have neither a strong desire nor the leisure
to concern themselves with common affairs.!”

Aristotle later describes how, after the reforms of Cleisthenes, the
Athenian regime became “much more democratic” than it had been in
the time of Solon; how, after Marathon, the people, who now were con-
fident in their powers, for the first time made use of the law concerning
ostracism; how, after the wars with the Medes, the city made great prog-
ress, becoming stronger and stronger with the advance of democracy;
how—and Aristotle emphasizes once again the growing self-confidence
or even the boldness of the city—Aristides counseled the Athenians to
seize “[maritime] leadership” and abandon the fields to come live in the
city—they would in this way earn their living, “some by participating in
military expeditions, some by doing garrison service and still others by
participating in public affairs; and in this way they would keep hold of
the hegemony.”?? Once they followed this counsel and seized the empire,
they began to treat their allies as despotikéteros—as though they were
their masters.

We thus see emerge the arc or circle of Athenian political develop-
ment. After Solon gave the tonic note I mentioned, after the tyrant Pisis-
tratus began to undertake public action that favored the people, the
people became stronger and bolder. At the same time that the people
grew stronger internally, the entire city grew stronger externally to the
point of becoming a “despot” over other cities. The people that Pisistra-
tus sought to keep busy far from the city were in the end invited by Aris-
tides to come settle in the city in order to occupy the political and mili-
tary offices of empire or, rather, of “hegemony.”

One final remark on Aristotle’s account. He notes that after the death
of Pericles, the situation degenerated considerably because the people for
the first time chose a leader who did not have a good reputation among
the upper classes who was not respected by them.?! He means of course
to speak of Cleon, whose very bad manners he describes a little further.
And he rapidly reviews the leaders worthy of esteem who successively
guided the Athenian people: “The first leader of the people, in the very
beginning, was Solon, the second one was Pisistratus, both of whom
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belonged to the aristocracy of birth. After the overthrow of the tyranny,
it was Cleisthenes from the noble family of the Alcmeonidae. . .. After
this Xanthippus was the leader of the people, and Miltiades the leader
of the aristocracy. Then Aristides and Themistocles [were the leaders of
the people]. After these, Ephialtes. . . . Then Pericles was the leader of
the common people.”?? Aristotle here gives us what I am tempted to
call the “axis of good” in the history of Athens that runs from Solon
to Pericles. This axis was formed by the almost uninterrupted succes-
sion of the leaders of the people. What gives the Athenian political
development its specificity, its direction, and its wellspring is that it
consisted in the growing power of the people thanks to a succession
of eminent men who sided with them in order to guide them.

If we now turn to the history of Rome, we are obliged to observe that it
has nothing of the sort. The elements of its history greatly resemble, as I
have said, those of Athens. In both cases one finds the many and the few,
their dissensions, and those eminent men of whom some are leaders of the
party of the people, others of the party of the nobles. One can in addition
say that at Rome also, the claims of the people, of the plebeians, provided
the energy of the collective movement. But one could not describe the axis
of Roman history as formed by a succession of patrician leaders of the
plebeians.?? Leaving aside Marius, whose political talents were mediocre
and who moreover did not belong to the nobility, one could almost say
that Caesar was the first and the last among them, while the Roman repub-
lic was in agony. Class warfare developed very differently in Athens and in
Rome. If one tries to condense the difference to a few words, one could say
that whereas in Athens the growing power of the people was guided by a
brilliant succession of leaders of the people of generally aristocratic origin,
in Rome, it was controlled—that is, at once used and checked—by an aris-
tocratic body that resembled nothing in Athens, namely the senate.

After the golden chain was broken by the death of Pericles and Sparta
emerged victorious in the Peloponnesian War, democratic Athens was
set on a course of decline that would be definitive in spite of more or less
energetic and enduring efforts to recover its influence and its strength.
But if it had to suffer the domination of the Macedonian monarchy that
superimposed on the Greek cities a sort of “federal state,” in the phrase
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of Pierre Lévéque, it never changed form. It remained a city. Rome’s des-
tiny was altogether different. The republic, though bruised within by the
bloodiest strife, instead of foundering over itself engaged in a new ca-
reer, or rather pursued its expansion, but under an altogether new form,
the imperial form.

In spite of its tormented history, in spite of the great transformations
produced by regime changes, by the modification of domestic and for-
eign circumstances, Athens, as a living entity and as a lasting “whole”
that keeps the name of Athens, never ceased being a city. Moreover, if
Athens “invented politics,” it gave this strange activity the name of the
political form it exemplified—the polis—because this activity appeared
as essentially linked to this form. Even at the height of its power, while it
exercised a very rigorous domination over a good part of the Aegean
Sea, a domination that thus extended far beyond the limits of its terri-
tory, Athens remained a city. At the head of a maritime empire, the city
of Athens did not transform itself into an Athenian empire. Its action was
imperial, or imperialist, but its form remained “civic” or “political.”

Aristotle’s very complete and very subtle analysis of political life is
concerned exclusively with the city. It takes place wholly within the lim-
its of the city. As I remarked at the very beginning of this book when I
introduced the notion of political form, Aristotle does not ignore the
existence of other forms of human association.>* He does not ignore the
fact that the Persians live in very different conditions. Yet one would
hesitate to say that for him the Persians lived in another political form
since, under the great king, political life could not properly develop. My
usage of the expression “political form” would not meet with his ap-
proval. It is very significant that in his exhaustive treatment of political
things, at no point, however briefly, does Aristotle consider the new po-
litical form that was being deployed under the quite visible direction of
Alexander. Aristotle, who knew everything and whom nothing escaped,
does not seem to have remarked that an enormous Greek empire was de-
veloping right under his eyes. I have already pointed out that Aristotle’s
silence on this point is very puzzling. What we can say is that this silence
suggests at least a certain perplexity on his part, perhaps a decided hostil-
ity, regarding a political form that extended the territory of the body poli-
tic indefinitely and that also multiplied indefinitely the number of citizens,
although the term is not appropriate since they must henceforth follow a
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combination of Greek and barbarian customs under the power of a ty-
rannical king.?*

Understanding Caesar

Rome’s uniqueness resides not only in the fact that under the same name
it prospered, first as a warrior republic and then as an immense empire,
but also that the latter came out of the former. The self-destruction of
the republican city was in a certain sense the cause of the empire coming
into existence. In the case of Rome extreme corruption did not signify
death or the end, but the introduction to an unprecedented metamor-
phosis. Whereas Athens had consumed itself, so to speak, Rome re-
newed itself entirely. The fact that only in Rome was extreme corruption
not fatal means that Rome is a phenomenon that contradicts not only
the ontology of politics, as I have already said, but even ontology tout
court. In Rome death was not deadly.

If the transformation or metamorphosis of city into empire is at the cen-
ter of the “Roman question,” then that question comes together or is
summed up in the figure of Julius Caesar—who became more, and some-
thing other, than a Roman citizen, as eminent and glorious as one imagines
him, yet without however seizing the royal crown that was offered him
and that he apparently coveted so much. In “missing” the royal crown, he
founded a new kind of monarchy, not only because he was the true
founder of the Roman Empire, but also because he gave his name to an
unprecedented phenomenon, “Caesarism.” What is Caesarism? It is a mon-
archy that follows a republic no longer able to govern itself. “Follows” is
the important word here. “Normally,” in the usual order of things, the re-
public succeeds monarchy: that was the case in Greece and Rome; it was
also the case in most countries of Europe, beginning with France. Caesa-
rism, in France as in Rome—though unknown in Greece—is the monarchy
that follows a republic that had followed kingship. A new historical se-
quence is added, one that was absent from the Greek experience.

If then one considers the “Roman” phenomena of empire and Caesa-
rism or the empire introduced by Caesarism, but also the European
monarchy in which the ruler is “emperor in the realm,” one will say that
“Rome” gave rise to these monarchical experiences or made them pos-
sible, experiences of the government of one alone that, good or bad, had



Rome and the Greeks 11§

remained foreign to the Greek city and even to the Greek world in spite
of the empire of Alexander. One could say that the limit of the Greek
city is the limited character of its experience of monarchy.

Are the limits of the Greek political experience also the limits of
Greek political science? At the very beginning of our inquiry, I pointed
out that this question would not cease to be with us. If experience pro-
vides the matter and so to speak the motive of science, science ultimately
seeks to give an account of every possible experience and thus to eman-
cipate itself from the original experience. Otherwise the very notion of
science would lose its meaning. One can then maintain that on the ad-
mittedly limited basis of the experience of the city, Greek political science
elaborated an explanation of the political phenomenon that is so com-
plete that it could be said to be exhaustive. Besides, one could dispute
that the experience of the city might be said to be “limited,” if it is in the
framework of the city that the political phenomenon concretizes and
deploys itself according to the diversity of the regimes of which one can
make an exhaustive classification. If the city is the original form of poli-
tics, it contains in some way the whole of politics. The apparently new
phenomena, which are in fact new, such as Caesarism, or more generally
all those that can be gathered under the rubric of “Rome,” would how-
ever still be accounted for by Greek political science, which, if it did not
take them into account explicitly because it did not encounter them in
such characteristic form as they took later, provides all the elements to
give an account of them in a satisfactory way. If that is the case, our in-
quiry is in vain since “Rome” would not designate any radically new
political phenomenon that was not already identified and illuminated by
Greek political science. Now, at this point of our inquiry, our hypothesis
is indeed that “Rome” designates unprecedented political phenomena. It
is in order to make this unprecedented character appear that we have set
the stage with the Greek civic experience as Aristotle elucidates it, a
complete experience or a complete cycle of experiences, where the po-
litical phenomenon—*“politicization” and “democratization”—is de-
ployed in a manner that, I dare say, leaves nothing to be desired. This is
then our perplexity: if “Rome” seems to offer us the example of a very
unique development, we do not know if a deeper examination will confirm
this impression. This uncertainty is the condition of the freedom of our
inquiry and of the validity of its results.



116 THE ENIGMA OF ROME

To get right to the subject, the best way is to let speak an author who
experiences none of the uncertainties I have just acknowledged, but who
categorically affirms that Greek political science is indeed exhaustive
and that, therefore, “Rome” does not designate any radically new politi-
cal phenomenon. I am speaking of Leo Strauss.

Nowhere does Leo Strauss deal with the question of “Rome” in gen-
eral, or according to the range of the political phenomena the word cov-
ers. But he deals with it very directly and very clearly with regard to a
particular political phenomenon that it would be hard not to call “Ro-
man” since it precisely concerns “Caesarism.” He does this in the context
of a reply to Eric Voegelin, who, in a review of Strauss’s work on Hiero,
Xenophon’s dialogue on tyranny, had maintained that the classical con-
cept of tyranny is too narrow because it does not cover the phenomenon
known by the name of Caesarism.2° I have already sketched Voegelin’s
argument, although he himself does not use the term Caesarism, when I
underlined the importance of chronology. Strauss summarizes it as fol-
lows: when we say of a certain regime that it is tyrannical, we imply that
a “constitutional” government would be a viable solution in place of this
tyranny; or Caesarism appears only “after the final breakdown of the
republican constitutional order”; consequently, Caesarism, or “postcon-
stitutional” government, cannot be understood as a subdivision of tyr-
anny in the classical sense of the term. Having summarized Voegelin’s
argument in this way, Strauss adds this that formulates the terms of the
problem perfectly: “There is no reason to quarrel with the view that
genuine Caesarism is not tyranny, but this does not justify the conclu-
sion that Caesarism is incomprehensible on the basis of classical politi-
cal philosophy: Caesarism is still a subdivision of absolute monarchy as
the classics understood it.”?”

The reason why genuine Caesarism is not tyranny is clear enough: “If
in a given situation ‘the republican constitutional order’ has completely
broken down, and there is not reasonable prospect of its restoration
within all the foreseeable future, the establishment of permanent abso-
lute rule cannot, as such, be justly blamed; therefore it is fundamentally
different from the establishment of tyranny.”?® Whenever Caesarism is
the least bad practical solution, it is for that very reason the best solu-
tion. By this same measure, it is “good,” which is something one would
never say of tyranny.
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This absolute government, which is in its principle good in light of
circumstances, can be exercised in a good way, by a good ruler, in which
case we would be dealing with a “royal” Caesar; or in a bad way, by a
bad ruler, and we would be dealing with a properly tyrannical Caesar.
With regard to the first to bear the name of Caesar, Julius Caesar, Strauss
mentions the defense of Caesar by Coluccio Salutati against the accusa-
tion that he was a tyrant.?’ What interests Strauss here is not the case of
Caesar as such but Salutati’s line of argument, which, he says, “in all
essential points is conceived in the spirit of the classics.”3? If it can be
established that Caesar was not a tyrant by appealing to the principles
of classical political philosophy, what better proof is there that “con-
trary to Voegelin’s thesis, “the distinction between Caesarism and tyr-
anny fits perfectly into the classical framework”?3!

Now, that one can elaborate the distinction between Caesarism and
tyranny on the basis of classical principles does not suffice to prove that
this elaboration, or this interpretation, is valid or that it is the best. All
that Strauss has proven up to this point is that there is or there can easily
be conceived a classical interpretation of the distinction that is plausible
or defensible. But is it better, that is, is it more true than the modern
conception as put forth by Voegelin here? As Strauss himself says very
well, “The question thus arises whether the current concept or the clas-
sical concept is more nearly adequate.”3?

Strauss identifies two elements of the current conception, which is
also Voegelin’s, that he says have their origin in nineteenth-century his-
toricism. In the first place, Voegelin appears to believe that “the differ-
ence between ‘the constitutional situation’ and ‘the post-constitutional
situation’ is more fundamental than the difference between the good
king or good Caesar on the one hand, the bad king or bad Caesar on the
other. But is not the difference between good and bad the most funda-
mental of all practical or political distinctions?”3? In the second place,
Voegelin seems to believe that “‘post-constitutional’ rule is not per se in-
ferior to ‘constitutional’ rule. But is not ‘post-constitutional’ rule justified

[1X3

by necessity or, as Voegelin says, by ‘historical necessity’? And is not the
necessary essentially inferior to the noble or to what is choice-worthy for
its own sake? Necessity excuses: what is justified by necessity is in need of
excuse.”3* Strauss then ties Caesarism to the corruption of the people: “It
presupposes the decline, if not the extinction, of civic virtue or of public
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spirit, and it necessarily perpetuates that condition. Caesarism belongs to
a degraded society, and it thrives on its degradation. Caesarism is just,
whereas tyranny is unjust. But Caesarism is just in the way in which de-
served punishment is just. It is as little choice-worthy for its own sake as
is deserved punishment. . .. It is much more important to realize the low
level of Caesarism, (for, to repeat, Caesarism cannot be divorced from the
society which deserves Caesarism) than to realize that under certain con-
ditions Caesarism is necessary hence legitimate.”3’

Strauss’s argument is very impressive. It forces us to rigorously distin-
guish two points of view that we Moderns are particularly prone to
confuse: the point of view of the good (the noble, the just) and the point
of view of the necessary. For reasons difficult to untangle and which it is
not useful to enter into now, we have persuaded ourselves that human
history obeys a law in which novelty and necessity are inseparable. What
comes after—for example, empire after republic—is both new and nec-
essary, and good inasmuch as it has this twofold character. We are thus
prone to side with Caesar against Cato, about whom Strauss has this to
say in the passage I have omitted: “Cato refused to see what his time de-
manded because he saw too clearly the degraded and degrading charac-
ter of what his time demanded.”3¢ Whatever Caesar’s merits may be,
there is something corrupt and corrupting in our preference.

The point of view of classical science according to Strauss is not how-
ever identical with the point of view of Cato. It does not simply defend
the noble. It knows how to make room for necessity by recognizing it
for what it is, a sad necessity. Why then, as Strauss himself recognizes,
were the classics almost completely silent on “postconstitutional” gov-
ernment? Why did they not explain clearly what Strauss here explains
very clearly? Here is Strauss’s answer: “To stress the fact that it is just to
replace constitutional rule by absolute rule, if the common good re-
quires the change, means to cast a doubt on the absolute sanctity of the
established constitutional order. It means encouraging dangerous men to
confuse the issue by bringing about a state of affairs in which the com-
mon good requires the establishment of their absolute rule. The true
doctrine of the legitimacy of Caesarism is a dangerous doctrine. The true
distinction between Caesarism and tyranny is too subtle for ordinary
political use. It is better for the people to remain ignorant of that distinc-

tion and to regard the potential Caesar as a potential tyrant.”3’
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Thus Strauss concludes his explanation why the classics declined to
formulate the true notion of Caesarism, whose principles they firmly pos-
sessed. “The classics could easily have elaborated a doctrine of Caesarism
or of late kingship if they had wanted, but they did not want to do it.”3%

However impressive, as I said, this line of argument is, questions re-
main. One can understand very well that reasons of high political pru-
dence would have incited the classics to maintain an almost complete
silence on the phenomenon of Caesarism. Strauss shows in a convincing
way that the Greeks were equipped to grasp and formulate the distinc-
tion or difference between Caesarism and tyranny. But one can see very
well the difference between Caesarism and tyranny—it is the practical
difference between necessary evil, which as such is relative good, and
deliberate evil—without seeing clearly, or in any case completely, what
Caesarism is as a political phenomenon. I have already cited the political
definition of Caesarism that Strauss gives at the beginning of his discus-
sion of Voegelin: “Caesarism is still a subdivision of absolute monarchy
as the classics understood it.” This definition is altogether plausible but
it remains on a very high plane of generality or abstraction. Who would
disagree that Caesarism is a certain species of the genus of monarchy?
The complication is obviously that, among the great notions of Greek
political science, monarchy covers the greatest breadth and the most
abrupt shifts in meaning. In a word, monarchy can designate just as well
the worst and best of regimes. Thus, in order to grasp what is proper to
Rome, we are brought again to consider Greece, more precisely to exam-
ine the classical concept of monarchy. After consulting him regarding the
history of Athenian democracy, we need to briefly consult Aristotle on his
evaluation of the place of monarchy in Greek political experience.

Monarchy in Greece

In his classification of political regimes, Aristotle opposes to the three
good regimes—kingship, aristocracy, polity—their three “deviations”
that are the three bad regimes: tyranny, oligarchy, democracy.?* In prac-
tice, as Aristotle goes on to explain, most contemporary cities are mix-
tures or composites of oligarchy and democracy, since, as we are well
aware, the city is set in motion by the opposing claims of the few and the
many. Without wise arbitration, warfare between the few and the many
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begets tyranny. Thus the most usual and most useful notions for under-
standing political life are those of democracy, oligarchy, and tyranny.

What does Aristotle have to say about kingship? It can seem to oc-
cupy a large place in the landscape he describes in that he distinguishes
no less than five forms of kingship:*°

1. Laconian kingship, which is a perpetual generalship ascribed to a
lineage.

2. The kingships of certain barbarian peoples, which are in fact tradi-
tional tyrannies, one could say. Aristotle explains that “because
barbarians are more slavish in their characters than Greeks (those
in Asia being more so than those in Europe) so they put up with a
master’s rule without making any difficulties.”*' It is a hereditary
tyranny that is not experienced as such on account of the character
of the populations involved.

3. The kingship of those who were called aisymnetes: these were desig-
nated by enemy parties to put an end to civil disorders. They received
absolute powers and answered to no one. Aristotle characterizes
this kingship as an elective tyranny.**

4. The kingship of “heroic times,” which was at once over willing sub-
jects, hereditary, and in accordance with law.*3

5. The kingship in which a single individual is ruler of all things—
pantén kurios—as each people and each city are rulers of their
common affairs.** The king is in the kingdom like the father or the
master in the household.

This classification is a bit misleading, to the extent that two of the “king-
ships” are in reality rather tyrannies of a particular species. In fact, Aris-
totle immediately adds, “there are, then, fundamentally two kinds of
kingship which must be investigated . . . for most of the others are be-
tween these.” What are these two extreme kingships between which is
stretched the arc of royal regimes? They are Laconian kingship on the
one hand, and absolute kingship on the other.

The first is not properly speaking a kingship, because it is not prop-
erly speaking a regime, but rather simply a legislative provision: the of-
fice of strategos can exist in all regimes. Accordingly, Aristotle says, it
can be set aside.®
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The other species—the opposite species—of kingship is on the con-
trary a true regime. It is discussed at length by Aristotle, whose account
is markedly aporetic. It weaves together two particularly embarrassing
and thorny questions.

There is the question of knowing what the city does with the individ-
ual whose virtue surpasses everyone else’s;*® and there is the question of
knowing whether the rule of the best law is more choice-worthy than
that of the best person.*”

As for the first question, Aristotle’s reply seems unequivocal: absolute
power should be given to such a superior person—or lineage.*® This ar-
gument of Aristotle, which directly ties the political order to a natural
order and the political hierarchy (“who governs?”) to a natural hierar-
chy, and which gives absolute sovereignty an ontological foundation,
will be very influential; it will be orchestrated in a thousand ways in
later European “monarchic” history. Since it seems to be detached from
any political context and so to hold in any context, the argument will
more easily be taken seriously in a political and theological context ex-
tremely removed from the Greek context. But is it appropriate to take
this argument so seriously? The reference to Zeus already suggests the
rhetorical character of the argument.*’

To state the terms of the debate more precisely, let us consider the
second question, whether the rule of the best law is preferable to that of
the best man. The very fact that he raises the question shows, let us note
at once, that Aristotle is not satisfied with the reply he gave to the first
question. How then does he answer the second?

The argument against the government of laws—and, by the same to-
ken, for the government of humans, a fortiori of the best among them,
the king—is that laws can only enunciate general rules and are unable to
prescribe anything concerning particular situations.’® That is true, but
on the other hand, those who govern must have at their disposal this
universal rule.’! One cannot then do without laws. The virtue of the law
is that it is devoid of all passion, while every human soul necessarily con-
tains passions. Thus, the superiority of the government of humans is
that it can take into account particular situations; that of the govern-
ment of law is that it is exempt from passion.’?> One would then have to
mix or join together the government of people—or of the best person—
and the government of the laws.
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All of this remains very general. Let us look at things more closely.
The law is incapable indeed of entering into the details of particular
circumstances. But is a person more capable of doing that? Certainly
not.>> What is to be done then? Well, the law gives the magistrates a
special education in this matter, and trains them to judge and administer
the matters it leaves undecided “by the most just opinion.”’* In this way
the law, by means of humans—of well-educated rulers—corrects the
defect of the law.

Thus, in practice, “they [all] come together to adjudicate and deliber-
ate and judge, and the judgments themselves all concern particulars.”’’
Taking into consideration this effective solution permits us to examine
more freely the case presented by “the best person,” for, although any
member of the assembly is individually, by comparison, probably of
lesser merit than the best one, the city is composed of many of these
people, and as a banquet where the guests bring their share is better than
a simple meal offered by one person, a numerous mass judges many
things better than one person, whoever that may be.’® Here appears a
type of argument that occurs in several places in the Politics, a surprising
argument for us, for not only does it have a marked democratic character,
but this character seems so extreme that a modern democrat would hesi-
tate to support the argument or would even reject it.’” The nature and
significance of this “democratic argument” needs to be defined. It is not
a dogmatic argument that posits, for example, that the politically just is
determined by the will of the majority. It is an essentially or intrinsically
political argument, by which I mean that it is not only an argument
whose object is the political thing, but one whose tenor and so to speak
whose life imitates our political condition. It reveals the power of num-
ber, more precisely the almost irresistible effects of the human plurality
that are characteristic of our political condition. However excellent an
individual may be—unlike many modern democrats, Aristotle considers
that there are enormous natural differences among human beings—his
superiority deploys itself in a dense element, formed by the “crowd” of
those who, without being particularly eminent, are not without qualities
or talents, and who, together constituting the city, add up in some way
those talents and qualities to the point of judging better than the excel-
lent person. As one can see, Aristotle’s democratic argument has nothing
to do with Rousseau’s egalitarian moral argument according to which
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the conscience of the person with no particular quality is the best or even
the infallible judge of good and evil. It rather finds an illustration or an
expression of this in the proverb that holds that “Monsieur Everybody
has more wit than Monsieur Voltaire.”

There is no point in pursuing all the ramifications of the argument. Let
us note one, however, that is particularly pertinent for our concern. The
very same people who in principle govern alone are not immune to the
law of number, or the power of the plurality: “For as it is, monarchs cre-
ate many eyes for themselves, and ears, feet, and hands as well; for those
who are friendly to their rule and themselves, they make corulers. If they
are not friends, they will not behave in accordance with the monarch’s
intention, but if they are friends to him and his rule, the friend is some-
one similar and equal so if he supposes these should rule, he [necessarily]
supposes that those who are similar and equal should rule similarly.”*%

If, earlier, the logic of number was “democratizing,” here it is “aristo-
cratizing.” Whatever abstract validity there is to the royal argument, the
argument of the One, the power of the One, the royal power is subjected
to the political condition of plurality under its two determinations, that
of the many who, in adding up their virtues, in some way prevail over
the virtue of the best person, and that of the few, among whom the
friendship of the king diffracts itself and who tend to become so many
equals of the king. Thus, it appears that absolute kingship, which was the
only royal regime that the Aristotelian classification effectively left to
subsist, has in the end no substance of its own in the Greek political
experience explored by Aristotle. The notion of absolute kingship is nec-
essary to provide a peak to the pyramid of numbers—the one, the few,
and the many—that organizes our political condition and allows us to
understand it. Unlike democracy, oligarchy, and tyranny, even aristoc-
racy and polity, it does not designate a political regime that is susceptible
of becoming real.

But then, you will say, did Greece, in Aristotle’s eyes, completely ig-
nore kingship? In that case, where did its very name come from, and
what did it designate? No, Greece did not completely ignore the kingly
regime. If we go back to the classification with which we started, we see
that Aristotle mentions a kind of kingship about which we have not yet
said anything, the fourth kind, the kingship of “heroic times,” which
was at once over willing subjects, hereditary, and in accordance with
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law. It was the only effective kingship in the Greek world. Let us con-
sider it a bit more precisely, even though Aristotle deals with it very
quickly.

This kingship belongs to the beginning of the life of cities. It rests to
be sure on superiority in virtue, but a very modest superiority since it
stems from the paucity of excellent persons in these small associations.
It is tempting to say that, in these primitive stages of human develop-
ment, the least physical or moral quality—a noble physiognomy, long
hair, courage in war, generosity in peacetime—was enough to make one
worthy of kingship. Aristotle suggests that a sort of election, in any case
a sort of “aristocratic” process of choosing the best person, underpinned
this primitive kingship: the king was a benefactor, and whoever was most
capable of doing good, or rendering services, was designated the king.>®

This modest kingship thus rested on a puny human association, poor
in “human resources.” But when there appeared many people alike in
virtue, “they no longer tolerated [kingship] but sought something com-
mon and established a polity.”®° It can be seen that this kingship of heroic
times has no consistency of its own: as soon as the able members of soci-
ety become more numerous—and that is the most natural movement
there is—they discard this “king” whose ascendancy stemmed from the
mediocre circumstances of the city.

Then, in a few very brief sentences, Aristotle recapitulates the consti-
tutional history—the history of regimes—of cities. The progress of the
love of gain led to oligarchies. Then the oligarchies transformed them-
selves into tyrannies. Finally, the tyrannies gave way to democracy. How
did this last change come about? Aristotle suggests that because of its
sordid love of gain, the ruling group shrank and so made the masses
stronger. With the latter revolting, democracies arose.®! This extraordi-
narily concentrated account reveals in all its force and simplicity the
principle of political change, the change of the regime of the city. This
principle is the play of plurality, the play between the few and the many,
the few tending naturally to become fewer, the many to become more. In
this presentation, the One, far from constituting one of the three princi-
ples of the political and human order, is but the limit of the few. In prop-
erly political terms, kingship and tyranny are but two modes—the one, an-
cient or heroic; the other, coming later and decadent—of oligarchy. Thus,
in the Aristotelian analysis of the city, there is no regime of the One.
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In any case, “now that it has happened that cities have become even
larger, it is perhaps no longer easy for any regime to arise other than a
democracy.”®> What is the significance of this last remark, which seems
to considerably restrict the gamut of our political choices? Would Aris-
totle here yield to the prestige of necessity as the moderns are quick to
do? We remember the assertions of Leo Strauss: the difference between
a good and a bad regime is the most fundamental of all practical or po-
litical distinctions, more fundamental, then, contrary to what Voegelin
seems to think, than the distinction between constitutional and postcon-
stitutional regimes. The cons